Political Party Competition and Redistribution in the American States
Andrew Karch

University of Texas at Austin

akarch@mail.utexas.edu

Benjamin Deufel

Harvard University

deufel@fas.harvard.edu

Abstract
We develop an innovative strategy to investigate a classic question in political science: how is party competition in the American states related to redistributive public policy?  We discuss the assumptions that underlie this research agenda.  Our discussion is organized around the two main ways that scholars have measured party competition in the states, at the institutional and district levels.  It draws out the empirical implications of these two measurement strategies and describes how they can be used to examine the mechanisms that link competition to redistribution.  We illustrate our research strategy by examining legislative activity in Massachusetts, Maryland, and Texas between 1945 and 1970.
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Introduction: Party Competition and Policy Outcomes

Political scientists have long asserted that party competition has beneficial effects on democratic health.  Many claim that party competition is an essential part of a well-functioning democracy.  In a competitive political environment, they argue, candidates need every vote that they can get.  When parties compete on an equal basis, they know that the loss of even a fraction of the voters can tip the scale to the other side in the next election.  As a result, elected officials may be more responsive to the electorate.  They may be more likely to align their views with public opinion and to address the issues that voters want them to address.  Candidates may also be more willing to perform constituent service as a way to foster voter loyalty.  In addition, party competition can facilitate both accountability and citizen interest in politics.  With control of the reins of government up for grabs and more than one viable alternative, citizens may be more inclined to vote and to participate more generally.  Those who are dissatisfied with the incumbent party can vote for its opponent knowing that change is possible.  For these reasons, the existence of party competition is frequently associated with democratic health.


In addition, many scholars link party competition to specific policy outputs.  One especially famous claim links a competitive environment to more redistributive policies.  In other words, relatively competitive states can be expected to produce relatively liberal policy outputs.  For example, policymakers in states with greater party competition may adopt more generous welfare policies.  One of the most popular settings for investigating this hypothesis has been the American states, in part because many of them are now more competitive than they were just a generation ago.  Many scholars have examined the link between party competition and policy outputs.  For the most part, however, their studies have not examined the mechanisms that link party competition to these policy outcomes.  Even the scholars who have described these links in the causal chain typically outline the logic of an argument without demonstrating empirically that these steps actually occur.  In general, these studies fail to show how the political process translates the input of party competition into the output of liberal policies.


This paper outlines a research agenda that strives to address these shortcomings in the literature on party competition and policy outcomes.  Using a wider array of research strategies and examining a broader range of dependent variables will enable scholars to develop a better understanding of the relationship between party competition and public policy.  The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows.  The next section of this paper outlines the logic of the classic argument about this relationship and discusses some of the objections that have been lodged against it.  After this overview, the remainder of the paper outlines various ways to examine the validity of these objections.  This discussion is organized around the two main ways that scholars have measured party competition at the state level.  Some scholars measure party competition at the institutional level while others focus on the district level.  By drawing out the observable implications of these measurement strategies, we are able to develop more convincing tests of the conventional argument.  Drawing on data from Massachusetts, Maryland, and Texas, we illustrate how such tests can illuminate the relationship between competition and public policy.

Party Competition: The Logic of the Argument

Recent decades witnessed the resurgence of the American states, a confluence of trends and reforms that simultaneously gave state policymakers more responsibility and the necessary prerogatives to exercise this power more effectively.
  Enhanced political competition represents an important component of this resurgence.  States in which one party maintained an ironclad grip on all branches of government have given way to two-party systems in which the balance of power is up for grabs.  In some states, Democrats or Republicans have grabbed the reins of power for the first time in decades.  This trend has been especially profound in South, where the one-party Democratic dominance that V. O. Key described is largely a relic of the past.
  States such as Maine and Wisconsin underwent a similar transition, however, so this transition is not exclusive to one region.  Nationwide, politics in the fifty states is more competitive than it used to be.


Enhanced party competition has the potential to affect state governments in many ways, but an especially famous and controversial hypothesis links it to the enactment of policies that redistribute resources.  Richard E. Dawson and James A. Robinson advance one early and influential construction of this hypothesis: “The greater the degree of inter-party competition within a political system, the more liberal the social welfare measures that system will adopt.”
  Using rank-order correlations, the authors found little evidence to support this assertion and concluded that factors such as state income had a stronger influence on the making of public policy.  This seminal work inspired additional political scientists to assess the relationship between competition and policy outcomes despite its null findings.


Dawson and Robinson spelled out the logic of their argument almost in passing.  The onset of political competition, they argued, gives politicians an incentive to activate previously quiescent citizens in order to gain an advantage over their foes.  Parties and candidates want new voters to come into the system and provide the margin of victory.  Non-participants tend to be less-educated, poor, and members of minority groups.
  This pattern means that when politicians look for new voters to mobilize they will turn to non-voters of lower socioeconomic status.  In other words, the need to attract new supporters will encourage parties and candidates to appeal to “have-not” groups for support because they are less likely to have participated in previous election cycles.  In order to appeal to this constituency, candidates will promise to enact redistributive public policies and then they will follow through on this pledge upon winning office.  The postulated relationship between party competition and redistributive public policies is based on the fact that the disadvantaged are less likely to be politically active.


While the logic of the classic argument about party competition and redistribution is plausible, it also merits empirical examination.  Research from other fields of political science provides reason to question whether the preceding dynamic exists.  Does it make sense for parties and candidates to attempt to mobilize the individuals who would benefit from the enactment of redistributive programs?  Might parties and candidates attempt to mobilize other constituencies in order to provide the margin of victory?  Mobilizing poor individuals poses a challenge.  The poor citizens who would benefit from redistributive policies “are less informed than the not-so-poor and therefore more difficult to reach, less likely to participate in politics, and more difficult to mobilize.”
  When party competition is fierce, parties and candidates might find that attempting to mobilize poor citizens is not an effective use of their limited resources.  Mobilizing other types of individuals might be a way to get more “bang for the buck.”


Recent research on political recruitment and mobilization suggests that parties and candidates might turn to other citizens for support.  The onset of party competition might encourage them to pay more attention to wealthy citizens because their resources become crucial.  This logic is similar to two recent models of political recruitment.  These models imply that mobilization usually increases differences in turnout between the “haves” and “have-nots” rather than diminishing these discrepancies.  Strategic recruiters with limited resources focus on people who are likely to act if asked to act and who are likely to make a difference when they do act.
  In sum, parties and candidates in a competitive situation might seek to mobilize the affluent rather than focusing their energies on poor citizens.  If they pursue this alternative strategy, one would not expect party competition to spark the enactment of redistributive policies.


Politicians must consciously decide where to focus their mobilization efforts, and many different factors affect this decision.  In a competitive political environment, parties and candidates have an incentive to activate previously quiescent citizens in order to gain an advantage over their foes.  The party competition hypothesis advanced by Dawson and Robinson presumes that members of both parties will appeal to deactivated constituencies such as the poor.  It is possible, even likely, that members of different parties will appeal to distinct constituencies.  One party might appeal to the disadvantaged, but its opponents might seek support from established interests in society.  In other words, parties are likely to vary in their willingness to appeal to the “have-nots.”  If Party A relies on the poor for political support and Party B relies on wealthier individuals, then party competition might only lead to the enactment of more redistributive policies if the latter party gains control.
  In other words, the identity of the victorious party is just as important as the existence of party competition itself.  Party competition will only lead to redistributive public policies if successful parties and candidates depend on the poor for political support.


Other factors might affect the relationship between party competition and public policy even when partisan constituencies are taken into account.  A recent analysis finds that Democrats elected in close races exert greater changes in welfare spending effort but that this impact is larger when the Democratic proportion of the state legislature increases.  In other words, party competition motivates Democrats to want to expand redistributive programs, yet they can only achieve this goal when they have a large working margin in the state legislature.
  The relationship between competition and redistributive policies depends not only on the identity of the victorious party.  It also depends on its margin of victory.  If successful parties and candidates depend on the poor for political support and possess a large working margin in the state legislature, then party competition will lead to redistributive public policies.


In summary, political scientists have long asserted that party competition fosters the adoption of redistributive public policies.  In a competitive environment, politicians have an incentive to activate previously quiescent citizens to provide an advantage over their opponents.  Politicians advocate redistributive programs as a way to appeal to poor citizens since “have-not” groups tend to be politically inactive.  Although this hypothesis has become the conventional wisdom, this section has discussed three reasons to be leery of assuming that such a relationship exists.  First, parties and candidates in a competitive political environment might find that they can use their limited resources more efficiently if they attempt to mobilize wealthy citizens.  Second, parties and candidates might vary in their willingness to mobilize poor citizens, and the identity of the victorious party might affect the relationship between competition and redistribution.  Third, even if successful parties and candidates depend on poor citizens for support they might enact redistributive policies only if they have a large working margin in the state legislature.


The challenge for subsequent research is to examine the steps in the causal chain that links party competition to redistributive public policies.  Many scholars have looked at the relationship between policy competition and outputs.  It is much less common for this research to examine the mechanisms that link party competition to policy outcomes.  Even scholars who describe these links in the causal chain typically outline the logic of an argument without demonstrating empirically that these steps occur.  In the remaining sections of this paper, we lay out a research agenda that will fill this gap in the literature.  In order to perform a comprehensive assessment of the classic hypothesis, scholars must examine a wider range of dependent variables.  We consider the observable implications of two methods of measuring party competition, and in doing so we provide a road map for undertaking such a comprehensive examination.

Party Competition at the Institutional Level

Assessing the relationship between party competition and the enactment of more redistributive public policies requires the development of proxies that measure the input variable.  The conceptualization and measurement of party competition is a significant issue because the choice of a particular proxy determines where scholars should look to see the impact of competition.  This and the following section examine the two standard measures of party competition in the American states.  In thinking about the construction of these two measures, we can begin to see the many different ways that competition can potentially affect the operation of state government.  Consideration of these measurement issues should prompt scholars to examine a wider range of outcomes as they examine the relationship between political competition and public policy.


The first proxy examines party competition at the institutional level, assessing the extent to which one political party controls the institutions of government.  This measure emphasizes partisan control.  If three-quarters of a state’s legislators belong to one party and the governor is affiliated with the same party, then the state is not competitive.  In a competitive state, authority is distributed more evenly.  Control of the governorship and the state legislature is “up for grabs,” with both parties possessing a legitimate chance of gaining power.  Most early studies of party competition utilized this conceptualization or measurement strategy.  Dawson and Robinson, for example, ranked state competitiveness based on the total percentage of the two-party vote for governor and the percentage of the seats held by the predominant party in both houses of the state legislature.


The most famous measure of party competition, the Ranney index, falls into this category.  Originally a measure of Democratic Party strength, the index incorporates the Democratic proportion of seats won in state house and senate elections, the Democratic vote percentage in the gubernatorial election, and the percentage of time that the party controlled both the governorship and the legislature.  Averaging these three components over a specified period of time yields a measure of competitiveness that ranges from 0 (Republican domination) to 1 (Democratic domination).  Folding the scale brings these two non-competitive extremes together at the low end of the scale, while the midpoint becomes the high point.  The most competitive states, in other words, receive scores near 0.5.  This type of measure assesses party competition at the institutional level because it examines the extent to which a single party controls the apparatus of government rather than the closeness of individual election campaigns.


The Ranney index has been updated periodically since its original publication in the 1970s.  An examination of changes over time reveals that, on average, the American states are more competitive now than they were only a generation ago.  The mean level of Democratic control in the American states has decreased from 0.56 for 1948-1960 to 0.49 for 1999-2003.  In addition, scholars have used this index to categorize the states based on their competitiveness.  The current distribution of states into these categories testifies to increased competition at the state level.  According to the most recent iteration of this index, 31 states fall into the “two-party competition” category while 19 are classified as “modified one-party” or Democratic or Republican.


Measuring competition at the institutional level illuminates longitudinal variation in the states.  Although it is possible to exploit this longitudinal variation to evaluate the classic argument about competition and redistribution, scholars have largely failed to take advantage of this opportunity.
  For the most part, research on the impact of competition examines cross-sectional differences across states rather than looking at change over time.  A longitudinal research design is both a logical and appropriate way to evaluate the link between competition and policy outcomes.  As competition increases within an individual state, the classic argument suggests that we should expect state lawmakers to pay greater attention to redistributive issues and to enact more redistributive public policies.  States where single-party dominance has given way to two-party competition might have seen a concomitant transition in the politics of redistribution.  The classic argument would lead us to expect redistribution to figure more prominently.

What types of changes should we expect to see?  This query brings us to another area of overlap among most research on party competition.  These studies utilize similar kinds of dependent variables as a proxy for policy outcomes.  Recent studies have moved beyond an exclusive emphasis on welfare policy to incorporate broader measures of state policy liberalism.
  Rather than focusing exclusively on policy outcomes, the remainder of this section focuses on legislative activity.  Looking solely at spending on welfare and other programs provides an incomplete picture of redistributive programs.  Other issues such as eligibility criteria can be just as important and controversial.  Both the ‘how’ and the ‘how much’ dimensions of redistributive policymaking are worthy of study.
  This section uses bill submissions as a proxy for legislative activity.  Bill submissions mark a way to gauge the ‘how much’ dimension and complement the conventional emphasis on program spending.  Drawing on the classic argument about party competition, we expect that legislators will consider a larger number of bills on redistribution when competition within the state increases.

Illustrative Examples: Massachusetts, Maryland, and Texas


 Taking advantage of longitudinal changes and examining a new set of dependent variables requires a different approach to the study of party competition.  The remainder of this section illustrates one potential way to pursue this line of inquiry.  We examine the relationship between party competition and redistributive public policy in Massachusetts, Maryland, and Texas between 1945 and 1970.  The trajectories of these three states make them a fruitful point at which to begin our inquiry.  Massachusetts underwent a political transition during this period.  After the 1944 election, Republicans controlled 138 of the 240 seats in the Massachusetts House.  The GOP briefly lost control of the House in 1948 but regained a slim 124-116 edge in 1952.  The Democrats regained control of the House in 1954 and gradually built an insurmountable majority.  The party controlled more than seventy percent of the House seats after the 1968 election.  A similar transition occurred in the state senate.  Republicans held a (sometimes perilous) majority through 1958, but that year Democrats seized control of the upper chamber.  The Democrats expanded their working margin over time, controlling more than two-thirds of the state senate seats after the 1968 election.
  Massachusetts thus changed from a highly competitive state (at least in terms of partisan balance) to one dominated by Democrats.
  According to the logic of the classic hypothesis, we would expect the state legislature to undertake greater activity on issues of redistribution over time.


In Maryland and Texas, by contrast, the story of party control is significantly less complicated.  Between 1945 and 1970, Maryland remained under the complete control of the Democratic Party.  Democrats held more than 80 percent of state house seats both at the beginning and the end of this period.  Although this percentage did not stay constant over time, Democrats retained a comfortable margin.  This pattern also held in the state senate.  Similarly, the Democratic Party reigned supreme in Texas throughout the period from 1945 to 1970.  In 1950, the state held elections for a variety of statewide offices like attorney general and railroad commissioner.  In all ten of those elections, the Democratic candidate received more than 85 percent of the vote, winning by approximately an eight-to-one ratio.  This Democratic domination also extended to the state legislature.  After the 1944 election, for instance, Democrats controlled 149 of the 150 seats in the Texas House and all thirty-one seats in the state senate.  Republicans had made limited progress by the 1968 election, in which they captured only nine house seats and two senate seats.  At the close of this period, Texas was very much a one-party state.  Thus Maryland and Texas remained solidly Democratic between 1945 and 1970 while Massachusetts underwent a significant transition.  Consequently, we expect that the content of public policy changed more dramatically in Massachusetts than it did in Maryland or Texas.


In order to compare legislative activity across the three states, our next task is to identify indicators of redistributive policymaking.  State legislatures frequently maintain indices of the bills considered during each session, and these documents provide useful in several respects.  In Massachusetts, we consulted the Bulletin of Committee Work, which summarizes all of the bills considered by each committee.  We initially cast a wide net in search of redistributive legislation, examining all the bills considered by three committees: Public Welfare, Public Health, and Pensions and Old Age Assistance.  We looked at bill summaries in 1945, 1955, and 1965 for these three committees, assessing the relevance of the bills they considered.  Many of these bills were not germane to our discussion, and we eliminated proposals dealing with mental health, physical disability, veterans’ assistance, foster care, juvenile delinquency, prisons, fluoridation, and tuberculosis.  Some of these programs have redistributive implications, but in keeping with previous research on this topic we limited our inquiry to medical programs serving the indigent and programs such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC).  This standard disqualified almost all of the bills considered by both the Public Health and Pensions and Old Age Assistance committees.  Most of the bills in the former committee dealt with issues such as air and water pollution, the licensing of health care professionals, and infectious diseases.  Most legislative activity in the pension committee focused on state employees.  However, the Public Welfare Committee regularly worked on redistributive legislation.  In each session, approximately one-quarter of the bills it considered were related to redistributive policies.  Table 1 incorporates a few illustrative examples.

(See Table 1)


In Maryland, we utilized the Maryland Manual, which organized bills by subject matter rather than by committee.  We examined all bills under the subject headings that included the following words: health, medicine, medical, and welfare.  We performed this analysis in 1945, 1950, 1955, 1960, 1965, and 1970 and discarded all proposals that were not tied explicitly to policies for the disadvantaged.  Less comprehensive record keeping in Maryland necessitated this targeted approach, which yielded fewer total bills than our search in Massachusetts did.  A larger percentage of these proposals was germane to our study.  Table 2 provides illustrative examples of Maryland legislation.

(See Table 2)


No comparable data source existed in Texas.  Less comprehensive record keeping made the data gathering process a challenge, but eventually we located a card catalog that sorted bills by subject matter between 1945 and 1963.  Again, we initially cast a wide net in search of redistributive legislation, examining four specific categories: social security, social welfare, public welfare, and welfare.  Of these categories, public welfare seemed to be the most amenable to systematic analysis.
  We eliminated proposals dealing with the administration of state income support programs and retained all of the bills dealing with redistributive topics.  Table 3 provides illustrative examples of Texas legislation.

(See Table 3)


We use the data from Massachusetts, Maryland, and Texas to assess the potential relationship between party competition and redistributive policy.  In our initial analysis, we utilize the total number of bills examined in each state.  Table 4 compares these total counts to the number of proposals that were classified as redistributive.  Due to the many differences in record keeping across states, our approach is most illuminating in tracing change over time within individual states.  Both Maryland and Massachusetts witnessed explosive growth during the period examined here, particularly in the 1960s.  The pattern in Texas does not match what we found in the other states.  The total number of bills in the “public welfare” category did not increase, and the number of redistributive bills was small throughout the period.

(See Table 4)


More importantly, our data permit us to compare changes in legislative activity to changes in party competition.  Figure 1 describes the number of bills considered by the Public Welfare Committee between 1945 and 1967 and the competitiveness of the state legislature.  Specifically, Figure 1 incorporates the Democratic percentage of the house and senate.  Massachusetts became less competitive along this dimension over time, and the party control hypothesis predicts that redistributive policymaking would decrease as the state became less competitive.  Such a decline did not occur, however.  Instead, the Public Welfare Committee considered a larger number of bills over time.  In other words, legislative activity increased as political competition decreased.  This trend runs counter to the classic hypothesis about competition and redistribution.
  Of course, the upward trend in Maryland might indicate that factors other than party competition were driving this shift.  It would not be appropriate to draw any definitive conclusions from the data presented here, but this figure indicates how one might construct a data set to examine the classic hypothesis.

(See Figure 1)


Like examining cumulative bill counts, examining legislative outcomes provides a measure of legislative activity.  To perform this task, we used the Bulletin of Committee Work to trace all of the redistributive bills that the Public Welfare Committee considered in Massachusetts in 1945, 1955, and 1965.  While filing a bill may be a low-cost activity, passage of a proposal indicates a concerted effort to address redistributive policy issues.  One might expect party competition to affect both the amount of legislative activity and the likelihood that this activity will result in the passage of redistributive measures.  In other words, one might expect redistributive bills to stand a better chance of passage in a competitive political environment.  Table 5 describes these outcomes in Massachusetts.  In examining this table, recall that Republicans comfortably controlled the state house and state senate in 1945, that both chambers were effectively up for grabs in 1955, and that Democrats dominated both houses in 1965.

(See Table 5)


Two patterns in Table 5 are noteworthy.  First, the largest percentage of proposed bills passed during the 1945 session during which Republicans controlled both legislative chambers.  Redistributive proposals submitted in 1955 were less likely to pass than were measures in either 1945 or 1965.  The fact that redistributive bills were less likely to pass in 1955 runs counter to the predictions of the classic party competition hypothesis.  It is a bit puzzling that these measures stood a better chance of passage during a period in which one political party handily controlled the state legislature.  Second, Democratic control in 1965 did not imply that redistributive legislation faced better prospects that year than it did in previous sessions.
  It would be inappropriate to make definitive claims based on these data from a single state, but the preceding discussion illustrates a new way to assess the classic party competition hypothesis.


In summary, one prominent way to measure party competition in the states is by focusing on the institutional level.  What is the relative balance of power between the two parties in terms of legislative control?  How competitive are gubernatorial elections?  In assessing the party competition hypothesis, most scholars have utilized this type of proxy.  Using a measure like the Ranney index implies that analysts should look for the impact of party competition at the institutional level.  One way to investigate this relationship is to compare competitive political environments to states with limited party competition.  For the most part, this is the approach that most scholars have taken.  A second way to assess the party competition hypothesis is to utilize a longitudinal approach, examining changes over time within individual states.  In the preceding pages, we have illustrated how such a longitudinal approach might work.


Conventional research on party competition examines its impact on redistributive spending.  The second innovative component of the data we have presented is expanding this investigative focus.  While expenditures are an important component of redistributive public policy, elected officials make many important decisions that are not captured by an analysis of spending data.  For this reason, we have emphasized legislative activity in lieu of welfare spending.  Examining bill submissions and legislative outcomes represents an untapped resource for research in this area.  Thus far we have emphasized two innovative ways to assess the relationship between party competition and redistributive public policy.  The next section develops innovative ways to examine the logic of the classic argument, especially the intermediate steps in the causal chain.

Party Competition at the District Level

Many scholars have voiced their dissatisfaction with conceptualizations of party competition that focus on the institutional level.  They argue that the Ranney index is a measure of party control of state government, not a measure of the competitiveness of elections in a particular state.  Studies of party competition, these scholars argue, should examine electoral outcomes.  Imagine a scenario in which Democrats control fifty-one of one hundred legislative seats but every officeholder wins with at least seventy percent of the vote.  The Ranney index would characterize this state as competitive because partisan control could shift if Republicans gain control of only three additional seats.  Those who emphasize the closeness of elections would argue, however, that this state is not actually competitive at all because these seats are not in danger of changing hands.


In thinking about party competition at the institutional level and the district level, one could imagine four different situations.  First, there is the situation outlined earlier in which the balance of power in the legislature is tenuous while individual legislators are secure.  Second, individual legislators could face serious challenges at the ballot box even though their party retains a substantial working margin in the state legislature.  In other words, a state could be competitive at the district level but not at the institutional level.  Third, a state a state could be competitive both in terms of party control and at the district level.  Here one party would retain a tenuous hold on the state legislature while individual officials compete in close elections.  Fourth, a state could be competitive neither in terms of party control nor at the district level.  In this situation, one party would control most of the legislative seats with few of its members facing a serious electoral threat.  These four scenarios demonstrate the substantive importance of this seemingly obscure debate about how best to measure political competition.


Advocates of the district-level perspective measure party competition in a distinct way.  The best district-level measure of competition, developed by Thomas M. Holbrook and Emily Van Dunk, incorporates four pieces of information.  This measure includes the popular vote won by the winning candidate, the winning candidate’s margin of victory, whether or not the candidate’s seat is safe (a winning percentage of fifty-five percent or more), and whether the race is contested.  This index ranges from a score of 0 when all candidates are unopposed to a score of 100 that is theoretically impossible to achieve as long as someone wins the contests.


Most importantly, the district-level approach to party competition implies that the most important comparison is between elected officials in competitive districts and their counterparts who do not face a serious electoral challenge.  The observable implications of this approach affect where scholars should look to see the effects of party competition.  Rather than emphasizing comparisons across states, and outcomes such as spending and legislative activity, scholars should look at the behavior of individual officeholders once they are elected to office.  This is an extremely valuable insight because it sheds light on the mechanisms that purportedly link party competition to redistributive policy outcomes.  Taking a district-level approach enables scholars to open up the black box that links the onset of party competition to policy outputs.


Reconsider the logic of the classic argument.  In a competitive political arena, the need to attract new supporters encourages parties and candidates to appeal to “have-not” groups for support because these groups are less likely to have taken part in the previous election cycle.  In order to appeal to this constituency, candidates will promise to enact redistributive public policies and then follow through on this pledge upon winning office.  As we discussed previously, there are a number of steps in this causal chain.  By turning our attention to the behavior of individual candidates, we can assess the validity of each of these claims.


One topic for future research is the tenor of competitive election campaigns.  Are candidates in hard-fought elections more likely to discuss redistributive issues or feature them in campaign advertisements than their more secure counterparts?  Simply assessing the relationship between competition and welfare spending does not demonstrate that the candidates in close elections base their electoral appeals on redistributing benefits to the “have-nots.”  Yet the classic hypothesis presumes that such a dynamic occurs.  After all, scholars generally assume that supporting redistributive public policies represents a way for candidates to enhance their chances on Election Day.  It stands to reason, then, that these stances would be a prominent feature of their campaigns.  After all, position-taking can be a way to generate additional electoral support.


Recent research on campaign agendas suggests that candidates are no more likely to feature redistributive issues than any other issues.  A recent analysis of advertisements during the 1998 U.S. House and Senate campaigns finds that electoral competitiveness is the “most robust predictor of issue emphasis.”  Most importantly for this paper, the study finds that competitiveness is positively related to emphasis of abortion, crime, health care, government spending, Social Security, and taxes.
  These results indicate that candidates can and do rely on a variety of issue-based appeals in a competitive electoral contest.  An emphasis on redistributive public policies is not inevitable.  While examining the content of state legislative election campaigns lies beyond the scope of this paper, the topic is one that should be addressed by future research.  According to the classic hypothesis on party competition, candidates will be more likely to talk about redistributive issues when their campaign is competitive.  This claim should be subjected to empirical scrutiny.


The classic hypothesis about party competition also implies that scholars should examine voter turnout patterns.  The expectation is not only that turnout will be higher in more competitive districts.  More importantly, turnout should be higher among the “have-not” groups in more competitive districts.  In other words, we would expect lawmakers in tight races to mobilize low-status citizens in an attempt to bolster their electoral chances, while officials who expect to win handily will not have an incentive to undertake this sort of mobilization effort.  Examining patterns of political participation lies beyond the scope of this paper, but the topic seems like a fruitful arena for future research.


For the remainder of this section, we will focus on the implications of the district-level for legislative activity.  If increased district competition provides an incentive for a member of the state legislature to focus on redistributive policy, then one might expect these members to undertake activities that facilitate such a focus.  One might expect, for example, that legislators from competitive districts are more likely to sit on committees dealing with redistributive policy issues.  One might also expect that members who hail from more competitive districts will be the ones who sponsor redistributive legislation.  Emphasizing district-level competition implies that incumbent legislators represent the mechanism through which competition facilitates attention to redistributive issues.  We will build on our earlier discussion of legislative activity to illustrate how these claims might be examined.


To examine bill sponsorship and committee assignments, we return to the Bulletin of Committee Work that describes legislative committee activity in Massachusetts.  This source provides information on committee composition and on legislative sponsors.  We combine this data with electoral results to assess the link between district competitiveness, committee membership, and bill sponsorship.  Figure 2 depicts the results for members of both chambers of the Massachusetts General Court.
  The results provide mixed support for the classic hypothesis.  Members of the Public Welfare Committee almost always hail from more competitive districts, a pattern that supports the hypothesis.  Their margins of victory, however, are quite comfortable.  These legislators win by an average margin of twenty-five percentage points or more, so their positions are hardly tenuous.  It is more challenging to tease out a pattern in the context of bill sponsorship.  In 1965, bill sponsors came from less competitive districts than their counterparts, a pattern that contradicts the party competition hypothesis.  The same pattern prevails in the state senate in 1955.  In the house in 1945 and 1955, however, sponsors came from marginally more competitive districts.  While not definitive, these results suggest that examining individual-level data represents a fruitful path for future research.  These data permit us to expand our analysis and examine a new set of hypotheses and dependent variables about legislative behavior in a competitive political environment.

(See Figure 2)


We can also use our data to examine the relationship between party affiliation and party competition.  As other scholars have noted, it is possible that competition will only spur redistributive policymaking among officials whose constituents include the members of “have-not” groups.  Only officeholders who depend on the disadvantaged for support should be expected to enact redistributive policies in order to mobilize this constituency.  One might expect differences in committee assignments to reflect these differences in the respective constituencies of Democrats and Republicans.  For this reason, we next look at whether Democratic legislators are the only ones affected by this electoral calculus.  This question also raises the question of sincere versus strategic voting behavior on the part of these elected officials.  Both the number of seats and the difficulty of winning them might have policy consequences.  A recent analysis asserts that Democrats elected in close races exert greater changes in welfare spending effort, especially as the Democratic proportion of the state legislature increases.  District competition might motivate Democrats to want to establish or expand redistributive programs, but they can only achieve this goal if they have a large working margin in the state legislature.


Table 6 provides a preliminary assessment of the partisanship hypothesis.  The numbers in this table represent the average percentage point margin of victory for all the members of a given party minus the average percentage point margin of victory for the relevant subgroup, committee chairs or bill sponsors.  The following example will clarify the meaning of this measure.  Imagine that the average Democratic house member in Massachusetts wins by thirty percentage points (e.g., 65 percent of the vote to 35 percent of the vote).  Now imagine that the average Democratic bill sponsor wins by only twenty percentage points (e.g., 60 percent of the vote to 40 percent of the vote).  The number in Table 6 represents the difference between these two values.  In other words, a positive score indicates that committee members and bill sponsors represent relatively competitive districts.  A positive score reinforces the party competition hypothesis.  A negative score, in contrast, implies that committee members and bill sponsors represent less competitive districts than the average member of their party.  A negative score contradicts the classic party competition hypothesis.


The results in Table 6 are not definitive, but they demonstrate another way to test the conventional hypothesis about electoral competition and redistributive public policies.  The numbers in this table represent the differences between the average House or Senate member and committee members or bill sponsors.  When Democrats dominated the state legislature in 1965, for example, the negative scores indicate that both bill sponsors and committee members hailed from less competitive districts.  Democratic bill sponsors in the senate won by surprisingly comfortable margins compared to their party colleagues.  This pattern contradicts the classic party competition hypothesis as well as accounts that tie trends to a balance between sincere and strategic motivations.  In 1955, both houses were up for grabs but no clear pattern emerges.  Democratic house sponsors were more secure than their party colleagues, but Democratic senate sponsors represented relatively competitive districts.  Among Republicans, these patterns were reversed.
  Table 6 also permits us to make broader inter-party comparisons.  When compared to partisans in their respective chambers, Democratic committee members and bill sponsors do not hail from more competitive districts than Republicans do.


In summary, another prominent way to measure party competition in the states is by focusing on the district level.  Rather than looking at the balance of power between the parties, this perspective examines election results.  How close are the contests for seats in the state legislature?  In assessing the classic party competition hypothesis, few scholars have exploited the full insights of this measurement.  Analytically, undertaking a district-level approach implies that the scholars should compare members’ behavior, not focus on differences across states.  This insight is important because it provides an opportunity for political scientists to examine the steps in the causal chain that links party competition to redistributive public policy.  The classic hypothesis would lead to expect that legislators from competitive districts are more likely to campaign on redistributive issues, serve on the committees that deal with these issues, and sponsor legislation to address the topic of redistribution.  Examining patterns of committee membership and bill sponsorship is an untapped resource for research in this area.  In this section, we have illustrated how such an approach can shed light on the question of redistributive public policy.

Conclusions and Future Research

This paper has built on the insights of recent research to design and showcase new tests of the well-established hypothesis that connects party competition to redistributive public policy.  We believe that the preceding pages have demonstrated that our research strategy will illuminate the way that state legislatures function.  The emergence of party competition in the American states spurred scholars to examine its empirical effects.  Yet there remain significant gaps in this literature.  Most examinations focus solely on inputs and outputs, but the links between them are equally important.  One reviewer notes, “But without specific examples, it is unclear just how party competition matters: whether or not candidates make overt promises to raise benefits in order to win the votes of the poor; whether individual candidates target the poor or spend more money on a wide variety of constituencies; and the extent to which increases receive bipartisan support among [state] elected officials.”
  Our paper spelled out a research agenda to address these connections and thereby provide a more complete account of the effects of party competition.

While we do not claim to have discovered all of the answers, we believe that we have asked a more compelling set of questions.  Many studies link party competition to policy outcomes like increased welfare spending.  Assumptions about why these changes take place are implicit in these accounts but rarely examined.  To construct a convincing account of why competition matters, it is also essential to examine this missing link.  We believe that the measures presented here constitute an exciting first step toward a fuller understanding of party competition, bringing new data to bear on questions that have long motivated political science research at the state level.

Table 1: Examples of Public Welfare Committee Measures in 1965 (Massachusetts)

	S. 631
	Petition of Mario Umana and another for legislation to allow certain parents of dependent children to earn certain amounts of money from gainful employment.



	H. 429
	Petition of Charles Iannello for regulating the eligibility of applicants for welfare assistance and aid to dependent children.



	H. 2917
	Petition of Charles L. Shea for legislation relative to aid to dependent children.




Table 2: Examples of Relevant Measures in 1965 (Maryland)

	HJR 68
	Sponsor: Boyer

Welfare: costs; increases; legislative council study and resolve.



	HR 57
	Sponsor: Bresler

Welfare: recipients of aid; request welfare department maintain system teaching certain basic subjects.



	SB 677
	Sponsor: Curran

Welfare board: power to adopt regulations re. giving of child spacing information to certain persons, limitations.




Table 3: Examples of Relevant Measures in 1951 (Texas)

	HB 77
	Allowing a $900 exemption to each old age assistance recipient

Tuflares



	SB 81
	To amend the law so as to clarify the terms, exceptional children and special services so as to bring children with educable minds, but physical defects under the existing law, and to provide necessary services needed in their instruction.

Parkhouse



	SJR 5

HJR 13
	Providing for the aid of needy persons over 18 years of age who are mentally or physically disabled.

Aikin

Whiteside




Table 4: Redistributive Bills over Time

	
	
	1945
	1950

	1955
	1960
	1965
	1970

	Maryland
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	All Bills


	9
	4
	19


	8
	50
	49

	
	Redistributive Bills


	4
	2
	4
	6
	11
	12

	Massachusetts
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	All Bills


	66
	
	75
	
	158
	

	
	Redistributive Bills


	15
	
	19
	
	32
	

	Texas
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	All bills
	4
	8
	0
	1
	0
	

	
	Redistributive Bills


	1
	3
	0
	0
	0
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Table 5: Status of Redistributive Bills in Massachusetts

	
	1945
	1955
	1965

	Enacted


	5 (33%)
	3 (16%)
	3 (9%)

	Incorporated into other bills


	7 (47%)
	7 (37%)
	16 (50%)

	Rejected or held until next session


	3 (20%)
	9 (47%)
	13 (41%)


Figure 2: Mean Margin of Victory for Massachusetts Bill Sponsors,

[image: image2.emf]1945 House

0

25

50

75

100

Sponsors Committee Overall

Committee Members, and Legislative Chambers [image: image3.emf]1955 House

0

25

50

75

100

Sponsors Committee Overall

(in Percentage Points)
[image: image4.emf]1965 House

0

25

50

75

100

Sponsors Committee Overall



Table 6: Differences in Margin of Victory

	Democrats

	
	House
	Senate

	
	Mean Overall – Mean Committee
	Mean Overall – Mean Sponsor
	Mean Overall – Mean Committee
	Mean Overall – Mean Sponsor

	1945
	37
	17
	18
	.

	1955
	28
	-6
	4
	10

	1965
	-9
	-15
	11
	-29

	Republicans

	
	House
	Senate

	
	Mean Overall – Mean Committee
	Mean Overall – Mean Sponsor
	Mean Overall – Mean Committee
	Mean Overall – Mean Sponsor

	1945
	28
	63
	49
	.

	1955
	.
	32
	-26
	-36

	1965
	37
	-7
	15
	.


Appendix Table 1: District Level Competition for Massachusetts Bill Sponsors, Committee Members, and Legislative Chambers

	Year
	Unit
	Mean % Pop. Vote


	Mean % Win Margin
	% Seats Safe
	% Seats Uncontested
	Average of Indicators

	1945
	House
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	75%
	50
	100
	25
	62

	
	Committee
	72
	44
	75
	25
	54

	
	Overall


	80
	60
	81
	50
	68

	
	Senate
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	.
	.
	.
	.
	.

	
	Committee
	58
	16
	75
	0
	37

	
	Overall


	79
	58
	82
	48
	67

	1955
	House
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	72
	43
	67
	33
	54

	
	Committee
	63
	27
	100
	0
	47

	
	Overall


	74
	48
	88
	28
	60

	
	Senate
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	76
	53
	100
	20
	62

	
	Committee
	75
	49
	100
	25
	62

	
	Overall


	69
	38
	73
	23
	50

	1965
	House
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	83
	66
	100
	50
	75

	
	Committee
	67
	34
	80
	20
	50

	
	Overall


	76
	53
	82
	40
	63

	
	Senate
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Sponsors
	91
	82
	100
	67
	85

	
	Committee
	68
	37
	100
	0
	51

	
	Overall


	75
	50
	83
	28
	59


� These claims often appear in mainstream media sources as well.  During the 2002 gubernatorial election in Maryland, for instance, an editorial in the Washington Post asserted that the “Democratic Party’s domination of Maryland’s legislature and statehouse is not healthy; two-party systems tend to do better over time.”  See Editorial, “Ms. Townsend for Governor,” The Washington Post, 20 October 2002, B6.
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� Charles Barrilleaux, Thomas Holbrook, and Laura Langer, “Electoral Competition, Legislative Balance, and American State Welfare Policy,” American Journal of Political Science, Volume 46, Number 2 (April 2002): 415-427.


� This is not an exhaustive list of potential criticisms.  Less affluent citizens who choose not to participate in politics might be mobilized through appeals based on other policies.  They care about issues aside from redistribution.  Furthermore, racial issues can confound changes in political competition.  Some of the most noteworthy transitions toward more competitive political systems have occurred in the South where African Americans were excluded from the politics process through much of the twentieth century.


� John F. Bibby and Thomas M. Holbrook, “Parties and Elections,” pp. 62-99 in Politics in the American States: A Comparative Analysis, 8th edition, edited by Virginia Gray and Russell L. Hanson (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2004).


� There are exceptions.  See Jesse F. Marquette and Katherine A. Hinckley, “Competition, Control and Spurious Covariation: A Longitudinal Analysis of State Spending,” American Journal of Political Science, Volume 25, Number 2 (May 1981): 362-375.  The authors examine the relationship between spending and party control of government and voter turnout from 1946-1974.  Their evidence does not support the classic hypothesis.  See also Barrilleaux, Holbrook, and Langer, “Electoral Competition.”  The authors employ a cross-sectional, time-series analysis to examine the effect of party control and district competition on state welfare spending between 1973 and 1992.
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� Figure 1 also draws upon the results of individual legislative races, describing the percentage of safe seats in the state house and state senate during this period.  While Massachusetts became more competitive at the institutional level, the percentage of competitive districts remained constant.  Thus party control and district-level competition do not necessarily move in tandem.  The next section will return to this topic.
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