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The activities of political parties, and particularly local party organizations, are geared toward 
cultivating the relationship between the electorate and those who govern. This paper adds to the theo­
retical and empirical literature on party activities by focusing on one of the primary mechanisms by 
which parties attempt to stimulate political participation on behalf of their candidates: the party 
canvass. Using the 1952-90 National Election Studies, I examine the contacting patterns of the two 
major U.S. parties, and argue that political parties contact individuals in the electorate not randomly, 
but strategically, targeting their canvassing efforts to specific individuals and groups within the elec­
torate. This can only be done imperfectly, but with technological increases over the last 40 years, 
the parties have become somewhat more efficient in their contacting activities and in their ability to 
target such contacts.

The activities of political parties, and particularly local party organi­
zations, are geared toward cultivating the relationship between the electorate 
and those who govern, and the traditional theoretical approach to the party 
emphasizes that role (for discussions and critiques of this literature see Baer 
and Bositis 1988 and Epstein 1986). For example, Eldersveld (1982, 4) 
focused on the importance of political parties as linkage institutions between 
the mass public and the government. "What [emerge] to facilitate govern­
ment in modern systems . . . are linkage structures, intermediary organiza­
tions that help produce positive action and effective decisions in the face of 
fragmentation, conflict, and mass involvement. These structures are groups 
that engage in activities and organize initiatives that make cooperative 
behavior possible. The political party is one major type of a linkage struc­
ture; some would say it is the central one. " As such, it has been suggested 
that the party has become an essential element of modem democracy (Schatt- 
schneider 1942).

Political parties, however, are in competition for the scarce rewards the 
political system allocates, and must compete for the capacity to organize 
influence (Sorauf and Beck 1988). Thus, one of the primary roles ascribed 
to parties is the mobilization of support for political candidates (Schlesinger
1985). Indeed, Caldeira, Patterson and Markko (1985, 507) argued that 
mass political behavior can not be understood completely without accounting 
explicitly for the parties’ mobilization role: "Electorates need not merely
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‘emerge,’ the products of faceless social, economic, and psychological 
forces. Electorates can be brought into vigorous being where there is an 
active political life."

Drawing upon the model of political mobilization developed in Wiel­
houwer and Regens (1993), and based upon neoinstitutional economic litera­
ture, this analysis conceives of political participation as a transaction cost 
problem. Elections are essentially exchanges (or transactions) between citi­
zens and the political system. In a world with no transaction costs, indi­
viduals will participate up to the point where the marginal benefit equals the 
marginal cost of participation. There are a variety of costs associated with 
that participation—especially information and opportunity costs (Downs 
1957), and the result is that fewer people vote than would absent these costs. 
This view of participation has important implications for political parties. 
Following the formulation of North (1990; see also Coase 1937) political 
parties are institutions that respond to the high transaction costs associated 
with political behavior by attempting to alter individuals’ perception of the 
costs and benefits that will accrue when they participate, which has the 
result of changing the levels of participation in a democratic market. Such 
activities may take the form of advertising, providing resources to candidates 
(such as poll data, advice on strategy, or media facilities), and canvassing 
by party workers.

There is no reason to assume that parties undertake the reduction in 
transaction costs to increase participation in general—they want to win 
elections. As Huckfeldt and Sprague (1992, 70) noted, "[canvassing] efforts 
on the part of parties are not unbiased attempts aimed at encouraging diffuse 
system support; they carry an explicitly partisan message." Therefore, 
parties should seek to change costs and benefits only as it advantages them. 
In order to improve their electoral prospects, the parties should be strategic 
in the use of the canvass as a tool of mobilization, attempting to contact 
those persons whose participation will increase the parties’ candidates’ prob­
ability of winning. The responsibility for implementing such efforts usually 
falls to state and local party organizations.

The Role of Party  Organizations

State and local party organizations frequently have the responsibility for 
getting out the vote. Katz and Eldersveld (1961) found that the strength of 
the local Democratic leadership was negligible in predicting local voting 
behavior, while local Republican leadership was a significant factor in mobi­
lizing voters in the 1956 presidential election. As an explanation for the 
party differences, the authors concluded (1961, 10) "that, where strong
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forces have been mobilized over time for one party, additional activity at the 
precinct level does not help it as much as local activity by the rival party 
may hurt it." Crotty ( 1971 ) examined the relationship between party activity 
indices and election results in 100 North Carolina counties for the 1960 
presidential and 1962 elections. Party competition scales accounted for little 
where the variance explained by demographic variables was already high 
(i.e., in presidential and gubernatorial races). But in lower level races, 
where demographics and party competition accounted for less variance, 
party activities made substantial improvements. Recently, Smith (1990) 
found that county organizational strength was a potent mobilizing force for 
turnout during the 1988 presidential elections.

The organizational strength of the parties at sub-national levels is also 
related to the performance of other campaign activities. The Party Trans­
formation Studies found that one indicator of the strength of local and state 
party organizations is their programmatic capacities; that is, the extent to 
which the party organizations cultivate their constituencies through institu­
tional support activities and candidate-directed activities. Gibson et al. 
(1983) reported that among the programmatic activities highly related to 
state organizational strength were the provision of services to candidates and 
voter mobilization campaigns. Gibson et al. (1985) reported that the activi­
ties associated with strong local party organizations included coordination 
with candidate campaign organizations and involvement in several kinds of 
campaign activities. Over time, state party organizations grew in strength, 
but this growth was not matched by local party organizations, and regional 
differences in local strength were different from those observed in the state 
organizations. Updating the results for the period 1980-1984, Gibson, 
Frendreis and Vertz (1989) reported that local party organizations continued 
to be strong, and were consistent in performing their programmatic activi­
ties. Frendreis, Gibson and Vertz (1990) found that local Republican organi­
zational strength was unrelated to the percentage of the vote received by a 
GOP candidate in a county. Local strength, however, was strongly related 
to the probability that the GOP would field a candidate for the state legis­
lature or U.S. House from the county.

Hermson ( 1986) noted the recent expansion of political action commit­
tees ’ influence in congressional elections, and examined the success of party 
organizations in the "transitional" period of adjusting to this competition. 
Candidates of both parties evaluated national party organizations (including 
congressional campaign committees) as important for providing campaign 
management assistance, issue development, advertising, and gauging public 
opinion. Local or state parties, on the other hand, were particularly impor­
tant for registering voters and conducting get-out-the-vote campaigns.
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H errnson  concluded  (1986 , 609) "even though  local party  organizations no 
longer play a dom inan t ro le  in m any phases o f  cam paign  politics, they 
con tinue to m ake im portan t con tribu tions to those aspects o f  cam paigning 
that requ ire  d irec t contact w ith  v o te rs ."

P a r ty  C o n ta c t

T he in fluence o f  party  activ ities has com e u n d er som e scru tiny . One 
strain  o f  lite ra tu re  frequen tly  noted  the ex ten t to w hich  local party  activities 
p rov ide  voting  (and o ther in fo rm ational) cues to local e lectorates (C rotty  
1971; C u trigh t 1963; C u trigh t and R ossi 1958a, 1958b; K atz and E ldersveld  
1961; R ossi and C u trigh t 1961; W olfinger 1963). S tudies that tested fo r the 
m obilization  effects o f  party  con tac ting  activ ities generally  concluded  that 
such activ ities increase vo ter tu rnou t and  p artic ipa tion  in o ther political 
activities (C aldeira , P atterson  and M arkko  1985; E ldersve ld  1956; E lders­
veld and D odge 1954; K ram er 1970; L u p fe r and  P rice  1972; Z ipp 1979). 
R ecently , R osenstone and H ansen  (1993) show ed substan tial overall effects 
o f  the party  canvass as a m ethod o f  m obiliz ing  m ass partic ipa tion  in govern ­
m ental and electoral partic ipation , based  on  a poo led , cross-sectional 
analysis o f  the N ational E lection  Studies (N E S) and  o th er data . W ielhouw er 
and L ockerb ie  (1994), how ever, analyzing  each year o f  the N ES separately , 
found  that the party  contacting  effects varied  from  year to year, from  m ode 
o f  partic ipation  to m ode o f  partic ipation , and that there  tended  to be a 
d ifferen tia l effect betw een the two m ajo r U .S . parties (see also E ldersveld  
1964, chap ter 14). Such positive  results have not been un iversa l, how ever. 
H uckfeld t and S prague ( 1992) found  that party  con tact had only  m ild  tu rnout 
effects on p rim ary  vo ters, and  only  in gubernato ria l and congressional elec­
tions. W hiteley  and Seyd (1994) analyzed  the effects o f  local party  cam ­
paign ing  in G reat B ritain  on  the L abour share  o f  the vo te  in 1987. They 
found  no sign ifican t effects on  vo ter tu rnou t, bu t d id  see an  increase  in the 
L abour share o f  the vote as a resu lt o f  those ac tiv ities. S im ilarly , o ther 
analyses o f  the p reference  effects o f  contacting  y ielded m ixed results. 
K ram er (1970) found  none, w hile  Bochel and D enver (1971) and B lyden- 
bu rgh  (1971) found  that party  contacts d id  increase votes cast fo r the 
con tacting  party . T he d ifferences betw een the studies seem  to have been a 
function  o f  the d iffe ren t level o f  election  analyzed; K ram er exam ined  co n ­
gressional and presidential races, w hile the latter tw o studies exam ined  
m unicipal e lections. T hus contex tual d ifferences betw een e lecto rates and 
studies are  likely to yield d iffe ren t results (see also H uckfeld t and S prague 
1990; K rassa 1988; P rice and L upfer 1973).
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To w hat ex ten t have the parties been  con tac ting  ind iv iduals in  the 
electorate? B ased on the N ational E lection  S tudies, E ldersveld  (1982) 
poin ted  ou t that the parties contacted  an increasing  p ro p o rtio n  o f  the 
electorate from  the 1950s th rough  the m id-1970s. R osenstone and  H ansen  
(1993) show ed that since the m id -1970s, how ever, party  con tac ting  appears 
to have leveled  o ff  and  then  gone into a decline. D esp ite  this decline , the 
parties have been con tacting  approx im ate ly  20  p ercen t o r  m ore  o f  the 
electorate in the last decade. M oreo v er, W ielhouw er and  L ockerb ie  (1994) 
reported  that the levels o f  activ ity  o f  each o f  the tw o m ajo r U .S . parties 
paralle led  each o ther, though  the D em ocrats have tended  to con tac t a 
m arginally  h igher percen tage  o f  the e lec to ra te  than  the R epublicans.

As stra teg ists, parties and  cam paigners a re  keen ly  aw are  o f  the 
dem ographic characteristics o f  the states and d istric ts in w hich  they w ill be  
com peting . This is a com m on elem en t o f  the stra tegy  o f  w inn ing  elections:

No subject is more intensely discussed in the privacy of any campaign head­
quarters, either state or national, than the ethnic origins of the American 
people and their bloc-voting habits. Men have made careers and politicians 
have won office by being (or claiming to be) experts on the Polish vote, the 
Jewish vote, the Irish vote, the Negro vote, the Scandinavian vote, the Italian 
vote, and what the rights, expectations, offices and dignities of each of these 
blocs are (White 1961, 222-223).

In  fact, the K ennedy  cam paign , using  (then) s ta te -o f-the-art technology , 
constructed  a "sam ple" e lec to rate  by  co m pu ter sim ula tion  as a tool fo r d ev is­
ing local and reg ional e lection  strateg ies (see P oo l, A belson  and  P opk in  
1965). P rice  and  L up fe r (1973 , 424 -425) described  the canvassing  strategies 
o f  the 1970 reelection  e ffo rt o f  T ennessee  S enator A1 G ore: "H igh -D em o­
cratic areas w ere  designated  as ‘p rio rity  p re c in c ts ,’ and  the experience 
gleaned from  a few  p ilo t e ffo rts  . . . w as d istilled  into a  com prehensive  
voter-contact p lan . . . . T he stra tegy  o f  concen tra ting  on  likely  h igh-y ield  
areas d ictated  that canvassing  in the w hite  com m unity  should  take p lace 
m ainly in low  incom e p rec in c ts ."  In  a study o f  local party  cam paign ing , 
N orrander (1986) found  that a local p a r ty ’s canvassing  activ ities w ere  a 
function  o f  local resources, access to state party  resou rces fo r jo in t p rog ram s 
and o ther serv ices, and  the ex ten t to w hich  a local cha ir perce ived  his o r  her 
ro le vis-à-vis party  m ain tenance.

K ay den and M ahe (1985 , 80) no ted  the ex ten t to w hich  com puteriza tion  
o f  cam paigns allow s fo r the fine-tun ing  o f  ta rge ted  m essages. "M essages can 
be targeted  accord ing  to socioeconom ic status, pu lling  the po litica l and 
census geography  toge ther in a m ethod called  ‘d ig itiz in g .’ . . . T he C ali­
fo rn ia  R epublican  party , fo r exam ple, is ab le  to send ou t a m ailing  to all the



residen ts in p recincts that vo ted  o v er 60 p ercen t fo r R eagan in 1984, with 
an average  age o f  ov er fo rty -five , in houses costing  over $100 ,000 , who 
have lived there  fo r m ore  than  five  y ea rs ."

F inally , R osenstone and H ansen  (1993 , 162-169) found  that parties 
w ere  m ore likely to con tac t strong  party  iden tifie rs, un ion  m em bers, people 
located  w ith in  c lose  social ne tw orks, and ind iv iduals w ith  h igher educational 
levels, incom es and  ages. T hey  w ere  less likely  to contact A frican- 
A m ericans p rio r to 1964, and w om en socialized  befo re  1920. W hile that 
study dem onstra ted  that there  have been  overall effects o f  som e social and 
econom ic status variab les on  the p robab ility  o f  being  con tacted , the analysis 
perfo rm ed  only  very  lim ited  tests fo r  changes in these facto rs ov er tim e.

But politics is a dynam ic phenom enon . F o r exam ple, Sundquist (1983) 
argued  that realignm ents have o ccu rred  period ica lly  in the U .S . since the 
early  1800s. H e and K ey (1955 , 1959) show ed  that the issue stands o f  polit­
ical parties and  the p a rtie s ’ responses to po litica l sh ifting  sands are  im portant 
fo r understand ing  such shifts in v o te rs ’ loyalties. C arm ines and  Stim son 
(1989) no ted  that by 1964 racial po lariza tion  had  "evolved" suffic iently  to 
fix b lack  v o te rs ’ loyalties to the D em ocratic  p arty . T he  passage o f  tim e has 
seen the ebb and  flow  o f  social m ovem ents that a ffec t con tem pora ry  politics, 
such as the E R A  m ovem ent o f  the 1970s, and  the increased  activ ism  in elec­
toral po litics o f  evangelical C hristians d u ring  the 1980s (see, fo r exam ple, 
B aker 1990).

F inally , the efficacy  o f  the p a r tie s ’ con tac ting  activ ities has also varied 
o v er tim e. W ielhouw er and L ockerb ie  (1994) show ed  that the parties have 
becom e m ore  effective  in m obilizing  vo ter tu rnou t, cam paign  activ ity  parti­
c ipation , and soliciting  cam paign  con tribu tions since 1952. T h ere  w ere  also 
substan tial d ifferences betw een the two parties: u sually , it w as the party  out 
o f  the W hite  H ouse w hose contacts ob ta ined  sign ificance in any g iven  year.

D a ta  A naly sis

S ince the parties undertake  activ ities geared  tow ard  w inn ing  elections, 
and  p rac titioners contend  that they approach  con tac ting  in a pu rposive  
m anner, it seem s reasonab le  to test the targeting  capabilities o f  party  
canvassing . D o parties have the ability  to target their contacts successfu lly? 
O r is there  sim ply a random  chance o f  con tacting  sym pathetic  citizens? Is 
there  ev idence that the parties know  w ho they should  contact, and do? O r 
is there  a haphazard  quality  to contacting  that suggests no p articu la r pattern?

A num ber o f  p rio r variables have been identified  in the ex tan t lite ra tu re  
as related  to electoral support and coalitions. T he b ivaria te  resu lts ob tained  
by A xelrod  (1972 , 1974, 1978, 1982, 1986) have been augm ented  by the
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m ultivaria te  analysis o f  E rikson , L ancaster and  R om ero  (1989). T hey  found  
that the g roup  characteristics that con tribu ted  to the D em ocratic  (p resid en ­
tial) vote betw een 1952 and  1984 included  b lacks, the p oo r, un ion  m em bers, 
C atholics, Jew s, those w ith  no re lig ion , and  S outhern  w hites b e fo re  1964. 
By im plication , R epublican  vo ters w ere  m ade up  o f  a "van illa” coalition  o f  
"northern  w hite  m ale P ro testan ts w ho are  no t co llege educated  b u t no t p o o r, 
over th irty  and  liv ing  ou tside  the la rgest SM S A s" (1989 , 343). A ccord ing  
to the ir analysis, g roup  m em bers on  the m arg ins o f  electo ral coalitions 
included co llege-educated  persons (period ica lly ), those u n d er 30 years o f  
age, w om en  befo re  1980, and  u rb an  residen ts.

As m igh t be expected , som e o f  these find ings changed  o v er tim e. F o r 
exam ple, the co llege-educated  con tribu ted  to the D em ocratic  coa lition  in 
1972 and 1984, the R epublican  coalition  in 1964, 1968, and  1976, and  w ere  
on  the m arg ins in 1952, 1956, and  1980. T he  p o o r w ere  on  the m arg ins in 
1952, 1960, and  1968, and  w en t D em ocratic  in the rem ain ing  years. S ou th ­
ern  w hites w en t D em ocratic  in  1952, 1956, 1960, and  1976, R epublican  in 
1972, and  w ere  on  the m arg ins in the o th er y e a rs .1

O ther research  has show n that evangelical C hristians m ade im portan t 
inroads into the po litical sphere  du rin g  the 1980s. F o r exam ple, Sm idt 
(1987) show ed that, am ong  evangelicals, substan tial changes in  po litical 
attitudes and  b ehav io r took  p lace betw een  the 1980 and  1984 p residen tia l 
elections. O ne o f  the m ost im portan t sh ifts took  p lace  am ong  young  evangel­
icals, w ho becam e re la tively  po litic ized  and  particu larly  R epub lican  in  the ir 
partisansh ip . In  general, evangelical vo ters sh ifted  to the G O P  du rin g  the 
1980s, w hite  evangelicals becam e m ore  po litic ized , and  the politica l sim ila ri­
ties betw een  w hite  evangelicals and  nonevangelicals w ere  a ttenuated  du ring  
the decade as w ell (S m id t and  K ellsted t 1992).

T he  ind ica to r o f  p arty  effo rts  on  b eh a lf  o f  candidates is based  on  a 
question  that ascertains w hether an ind iv idual w as con tacted . T he tex t o f  the 
question  is ,2

The political parties try to talk to as many people as they can to get them to 
vote for their candidates. Did anyone from one of the political parties call 
you up or come around and talk to you about the campaign this year? Which 
party was that?

I m ak e  fo u r  a ssu m p tio n s  a b o u t th e  in fo rm a tio n  co n ta in e d  in  re sp o n ses  
to th is q u es tio n . F irs t, th e  q u e s tio n  is c le a r  an d  e x p lic it in  its re fe re n c e  to 
the  ac tiv ities  o f  th e  p o litica l p a rtie s  fo r  th e  sak e  o f  c a n d id a te s , so I a ssu m e
th a t e ffec ts  o f  in te re s t g ro u p  ac tiv itie s  a re  n o t b e in g  tap p ed  h e re . It sh o u ld  
b e  n o ted , h o w ev e r, th a t H e rm s o n  (1 9 8 6 ) fo u n d  th a t u n io n s  do  c an v ass in g  
w o rk  fo r  th e  p a rtie s . In  su ch  cases, the  m em b ers  o f  th e  u n io n  (o r  an y  o th e r
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in terest g roup  fo r that m atter) a re  acting  as agents fo r the parties. They are, 
there fo re , party  w orkers .

Second, I assum e that responden ts accurate ly  recall the nature o f  the 
contacts they report; T eixeira  (1992 , 52 , no te  62) is skeptical o f  the validity 
o f  this assum ption , w hile  I do not believe that it is very  restric tive. If  the 
rep o rt o f  contact is inaccurate  (w ith in  the norm al bounds o f  survey re ­
search), it m ight be expected  that repo rted  levels o f  contacting  should track 
w ith  levels o f  party  iden tification  and  w ith  pub lic  percep tions o f  the parties 
in the U .S . e lec to rate  over the perio d  o f  the stud ies. O n neither count is this 
the case (see, fo r exam ple, F lan igan  and  Z ingale  1994, 62-63; W attenberg 
1990). It m ight also be expected  that ind iv iduals w ith  s tro n g er party  identi­
fication  w ould  rep o rt contacts m ore  frequen tly  than  persons w ith  w eaker (or 
no) party  identification . As I show  later, party  ID  is no t a particu larly  good 
p red ic to r o f  repo rted  contacts.

A th ird  assum ption  is that the persons do ing  the con tacting  accurately 
rep resen t them selves and their cand idate . T his assum ption  is also no t very 
strong . I f  a party  w o rk e r contacts a po ten tial v o ter on  b e h a lf  o f  a. particu lar 
candidate , the p u rpose  o f  that con tac t is still to increase  support fo r that 
candidate , even if  the con tac ter m isrep resen ts his o r  her ow n  identity .

F inally , w hat responden ts recall as a "party" con tac t m ay include cand i­
d a te s’ cam paign  o rgan iza tions. F o r tw o m ain reasons, this is no t very  p ro b ­
lem atic. F irs t, S chlesinger (1985 , 1153) suggested  that "[t]he basic unit o f  
the party  is the nucleus, w hich  consists o f  the co llective  e ffo rts  to capture 
a sing le o ffice ."  P roceed ing  from  this defin ition , anyone w ho is part o f  such 
a co llective e ffo rt (fo r exam ple, a cand idate  cam paign  o rgan iza tion ), is a 
party  w orker. Second, G ibson et al. (1985) observed  that it is a com m on 
p ractice  fo r local party  o rgan izations to coo rd ina te  activ ities w ith  candidate 
cam paign  organ izations fo r m ost o ffices. In sum , w ith  a few  rela tively  w eak 
assum ptions, I believe this question  is a valid  ind ica to r o f  in d iv id u a ls’ con ­
tacts w ith  the parties and their w ork ers , and is usefu l fo r testing  the re la tion ­
ships hypothesized .

I m ake use o f  a num ber o f  independen t variables (in  th ree  b road  cate­
gories) that are  likely to be related  to c itizen s’ being  contacted  by the 
parties. S ince m y pu rpose  is to gauge the targeting  o f  contacts, the inde­
penden t variables include only  those characteristics that the parties m ight 
reasonab ly  be able to assess p rio r to m aking the actual con tac t. T hus, v ari­
ables such as in terest in cam paigns and o ther political attitudes and  op in ions 
are  no t included in the equations.

P o litica l o rien ta tio n  a n d  experience variables include a re sp o n d en t's  
party  identification , w hether the responden t repo rted  voting in the p rev ious 
presiden tial e lection , w hether the responden t w as reg istered  to vote in the
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cu rren t election  (o r repo rted  being  reg istered  as a D em ocra t o r  R epublican), 
and w hether the responden t repo rted  voting  in the m ost recen t p rim ary  (o r 
a p articu lar p a r ty ’s p rim ary ) in their s ta te .3 P rio r  vo ting  experience  is 
appropria te  to include in these equations, because  vo ting  records (w ho 
voted, w ho is reg istered , in w hich  p a r ty ’s p rim ary  a perso n  voted) a re  a 
m atter o f  public reco rd , availab le  fo r u se  by  party  o rgan iza tions, and  highly  
correla ted  to tu rnou t. As m ight be  expected , party  iden tification  and  party  
reg istra tion  w ere  frequen tly  re la ted . W hen  in the cou rse  o f  m ultico llinearity  
d iagnostics these variables w ere  found  to be  co llinear, party  ID  w as d ropped  
because it seem ed m ore  likely  that parties w ould  have accu ra te  know ledge 
o f  party  reg istra tion  than  o f  party  iden tification .

S tate  o r  d is tric t ch a rac te ris tic s  include w hether the area  is ru ra l, and 
reg ion  o f  the coun try  (this is a series o f  dum m y variab les, in w hich  solid  
sou thern  states a re  the excluded  ca teg o ry ).4 D em o g rap h ic  ch a rac te ris tic s  
include fam ily  incom e, educational level, race (b lack), g ender (m ale), age, 
union  m em bersh ip , and  re lig ion  (C atho lic  o r Jew ish ). D ue to space co n sid e r­
ation and fo r ease o f  exposition , trunca ted  tables a re  p resen ted  here. R eaders 
w ho care  to see the full equations m ay w rite  to the a u th o r .5

B ased on  this d iscussion , som e general hypotheses (and  the ir c o rre ­
sponding nulls) can  be developed  and  tested .

H I :  I f  the parties use personal contacts as a m ethod  o f  m obiliz ing  ind iv id ­
uals w ho belong  to the ir e lec to ral coalitions, then  m em bers o f  those 
g roups w ill be con tacted  a t h ig h er rates by  the ir respective  parties than  
nonm em bers.

H 2: I f  the parties w ish  to m obilize  undecided  vo ters, w e shou ld  see h igher 
levels o f  con tacting  am ong m em bers o f  the m arg inal g roups d iscussed  
above.

H 3: I f  the parties use the con tac t as a dem obilization  tactic fo r m em bers o f  
the o ther p a r ty ’s coalition , then  each party  w ill con tac t m em bers o f  the 
opposite  p a r ty ’s constituen t g roups at h ig h er rates.

B ecause the dependen t variab le  in each case is d icho tom ous (con tacted  o r 
not contacted), log it is u sed  fo r the analysis (H anushek  and  Jackson  1977; 
A ldrich  and C nudde 1975 ).6

R esu lts

T able 1 show s the effect o f  each variab le  on  the p robab ility  o f  being  
contacted  by the D em ocrats (cell en tries a re  log it coeffic ien ts w ith  standard
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Table 1. Results of Logit Equations Estimating the Effects of Variables on the Probability
of Being Contacted by Democratic Party Workers

1952 1956 1960 1964 1966 1968

Intercept -3.64 (.86)++ -3.96 .77)** -3.79 (.61)** -3.44 (-60)
Reg. Democrat
Registered .54 (.36) .59 .33) .37 (.26) .60 (.21)
Dem. Primary .07 (.17)
Dem. Party ID .07 (.29) .30 .22) .41 (.20)*
Independent .11 (.32) .52 .23)* .12 (.22) -.21 (.20)
Voted Last Election .69 (•31)* .55 .32) .11 (-23) .40 (.23)
Income -.02 (.07) -.02 .05) .00 (.04) .04 (.04)
Education .03 (.04) .05 .03) .08 (.03)** .08 (.03)
Black -.04 (.48) .18 .40) .18 (.30) .34 (.30)
Male .45 (.22)* .05 .18) -.05 (-16) .11 (.16)
Age -.01 (.01) -.00 .01) -.01 (.01) -.00 (.01)
Union .56 (.24)* -.07 .21) .38 (.18)* .34 (.19)
Catholic .87 (.28)** .08 .24) -.57 (.23)** .05 (.21)
Jewish 1.60 (.48)** -.20 .51) -1.73 (.74)* .01 (.50)
Rural -.14 (.37) -.05 .20) -.09 (.23) -.49 (.24)
New England -.43 (.50) -.85 .50) .51 (.39) -.18 (.40)
Mid. Atlantic -.73 (.43) .02 •31) .25 (.28) -.47 (.30)
MidWest East -.24 (.38) -.06 .30) .94 (.26)** .01 (.26)
MidWest West -.90 (.46)* .55 .29)* -.06 (.32) -.28 (-31)
Border South -1.27 (.78) .54 •42) -.02 (.34) -.15 (-33)
Mountain .66 (.51) .27 .45) .02 (.51) .57 (.42)
Pacific -.42 (.47) .03 .35) 1.05 (.26)** -.39 (.31)

R2 .13 .06 .11 .11
N 1521 1323 1721 1323

4.50 (.69)** -4.36 (.70)**

.18 (.30)
.57 (.20)** .06 (.21)
.19 (.23) .42 (.25)

-.02 (.24) .43 (.25)
.22 (.23) .17 (.24)
.13 (.05)** .04 (.03)
.10 (.03)** .08 (.03)*

-.62 (.34) .57 (.29)*
.11 (.16) -.03 (.18)
.01 (.01) .00 (.01)
.13 (.19) -.33 (.21)
.12 (.21) .07 (.22)
.42 (.40) -.85 (.65)

-.38 (.23) -.69 (.24)**
.16 (.39) .13 (.44)

-.05 (.29) .13 (.29)
.08 (.27) .22 (.28)
.35 (.31) .56 (.28)*

-.36 (.36) -.45 (-42)
.67 (.43) 1.04 (.46)*

-.52 (.32) .33 (.32)

.15
1219

.12
1140
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T a b le  1 (continued)

1972 1974

Intercept -2.97 (.69)** -4.96 (.52)**
Reg. Democrat .50 (.21)*
Registered
Dem. Primary .66 (.25)**
Dem. Party ID 1.23 (.20)**
Independent -.16 (.19) .98 (.19)**
Voted Last Election .31 (.22)
Income .01 (.03) -.01 (.02)
Education .05 (.04) .09 (.03)**
Black -.08 (.35) -.07 (.25)
Male .01 (.17) .21 (.13)
Age .00 (.01) -.00 (.00)
Union .09 (.20) -.08 (.15)
Catholic .24 (.22) -.16 (.16)
Jewish .86 (.58) -.15 (.37)
Rural -.23 (-20) -.68 (.15)**
New England .00 (.42) .56 (.31)
Mid. Atlantic .12 (.32) 1.20 (.24)**
MidWest East .90 (.28)** .96 (.23)**
MidWest West 1.56 (29)** 1.87 (.24)**
Border South -.28 (.44) 1.14 (.26)**
Mountain .77 (.46) 1.70 (.31)**
Pacific .62 (.32) .94 (.24)**

R2
N

.18
997

.17
2239

1976 1978 1980

00 4 4 )** -4.47 (.53)** -4.28 (.79)**
46 ( 13)** .35 (.17)* -.04 (.28)

10 (.05) .68 (.27)**
.20 (.20) -.00 (.29)

01 (.13) -.11 (.19) -.02 (.27)
30 (.12)** .75 (.29)**
00 (.01) .02 (.02) .01 (-02)
08 (.02)** .11 (.03)** .06 (.04)
04 (.23) .25 (-24) -.01 (.35)
17 (.12) .07 (.14) -.25 (.20)
00 (.00) .01 (.00)** -.00 (.01)
25 (.14) .23 (.16) .19 (.22)
16 (.15) .08 (.17) -.11 (.25)
82 (.32)** .85 (.35)* .33 (.53)
53 (.14)** -.36 (.17)* -.46 (.26)
35 (.26) .62 (.30)* .60 (.42)
04 (.22) -.33 (.27) -.38 (.35)
22 (.21) .10 (.21) .50 (.30)
.88 (.20)** .30 (.33) .91 (.44)*
.15 (.26) .44 (.24) .19 (.43)
.42 (-31) .92 (.31)** .57 (.52)
.06 (.21) -.39 (.26) -.09 (.41)

.14 .14 .17
2478 1711 1106
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Table 1 (concluded)

1982 1984 1986 1988 1990

Intercept -4.49 (.67)** -4.61 (.59)** -5.08 (.52)** -6.62 (.69)** 6.59 (.76)**
Reg. Democrat .65 (.17)** .45 (.20)* .81 (.15)**
Registered 1.03 (.34)** 1.42 (.38)**
Dem. Primary .80 (.19)**
Dem. Party ID .33 (.21) .85 (.24)** .81 (.24)**
Independent .08 (.18) -.12 (.20) .17 (.15) .72 (.23)** .13 (.27)
Voted Last Election .85 (.24)** .34 (.27)
Income .01 (.02) -.01 (.02) .02 (.02) .01 (.02) -.00 (.02)
Education .12 (.03)** .12 (.03)** .13 (.03)** .09 (.03)** .14 (.04)**
Black .42 (.28) .05 (.29) .24 (.22) .28 (.27) -.10 (.28)
Male .12 (.16) .19 (.15) -.03 (.14) -.02 (.17) -.05 (.17)
Age -.00 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (.00)** .02 (.01)** .02 (.01)**
Union -.02 (.20) .25 (.18) .19 (.17) -.01 (.20) .20 (.22)
Catholic .33 (.20) .07 (.19) .39 (.17)* .39 (.20) .11 (.22)
Jewish .25 (.54) .12 (.43) .50 (.50) -1.39 (1.05) .43 (.50)
Rural -.31 (.19) -.36 (.19) -.12 (.17) -.01 (.21) -.10 (.23)
New England .04 (.35) .36 (.35) -.35 (.34) .53 (.38) -.60 (.50)
Mid. Atlantic -.38 (.29) -.07 (.31) -.46 (.27) -.05 (.31) -1.02 (.39)**
MidWest East -.65 (.26)** .09 (.28) -.23 (.23) -.18 (.28) -.17 (.28)
MidWest West .94 (.28)** 1.20 (.32)** .68 (.24)** .69 (.32)* -.39 (.35)
Border South -1.14 (.38)** -.48 (.37) -.26 (.30) -1.00 (.38)** -1.02 (.46)*
Mountain .31 (.44) 1.66 (.40)** .97 (.32)** .96 (.45)* .37 (.55)
Pacific -.47 (.34) .03 (.29) -.64 (.27)* .73 (.31)* -.43 (.31)

R2 .22 .15 .19 .23 .22
N 1139 1669 1910 1574 1767

Note: Entries are logit coefficients (standard error). * =  p <  .05 ** =  p <  .01 (two tailed test)
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errors in parentheses). People who were registered and registered Democrats 
were more likely to be contacted in eight of the last nine elections in which 
this question was asked; Democratic primary voters were more likely to be 
contacted in four out of seven years. Democratic identifiers and indepen­
dents were more likely than GOP identifiers to be contacted in five years. 
Rural areas were canvassed less than urban areas in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Looking at the regional patterns, there is an anti-southern tendency, with 
other regions contacted significantly less than the solid south six times, more 
so 23 times. Since 1968, Democrats seem to have been more active in the 
Midwest compared with the South. Looking at the demographic characteris­
tics, higher educational levels are significantly related to contact in 11 of 16 
years, and older people were contacted at higher levels beginning in 1986.

To what extent have the Democrats been contacting members of their 
coalition, as defined by Erikson, Lancaster, and Romero (1989)? Blacks 
have not been contacted at higher rates than whites; the poor have not been 
contacted at a rate higher than the nonpoor; union members were contacted 
at higher levels only twice, and not since 1960; Catholics have been 
contacted more than Protestants twice, and once less; Jewish people have 
been contacted more than Protestants three times, and once less. One 
intriguing result is that in 1960, when Kennedy’s religion was an important 
campaign issue, Catholic and Jewish people were significantly less likely 
than Protestants to be contacted by the Democrats. This is interesting, in 
that one could argue logically that the Democrats should have contacted 
Jews and Catholics at a greater rate than Protestants in order to ensure the 
turnout of these groups. Instead, they were contacted at lower rates. This 
suggests that the Democrats knew for whom Catholics and Jews were likely 
to vote, and did not expend precious resources attempting to mobilize them. 
In fact, in voter turnout equations (not shown here), Catholic Democrats 
voted at significantly higher rates than Protestants in 1960, even given the 
significantly lower contacting rates. In sum, the Democrats have not been 
contacting members of their electoral coalition very persistently.

Table 2 presents the results of equations in which the dependent vari­
able is contact by a Republican party worker. The GOP demonstrates a 
general tendency to contact registered citizens and registered Republicans 
(they were contacted at higher rates in six of the last 12 years), but this 
tendency is not as consistent as the Democratic pattern. Previous voters 
were contacted more than nonvoters in 1952, 1960, 1972, 1976 and 1982. 
Republican identifiers were more likely than Democratic identifiers to be 
contacted in three years, and there were no differences between indepen­
dents and Democrats. People living in rural areas have been contacted 
significantly less than urban residents in ten of the last 13 elections.
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Table 2. Results of Logit Equations Estimating the Effects of Variables on the Probability
of Being Contacted by Republican Party Workers

1952 1956 1960 1964 1966 1968

Intercept -3.86 (.76)** -4.26 (.74)** -3.54 (.56)** 3.79 (.58)** -4.57 (.68)** -4.18 (.64)**
Reg. Repub.
Registered .64 (.36) .59 (.34) .98 (.28)** .64 (.20)** .45 (.31)
Rep. Primary .16 (.22) .29 (.27) .30 (.24)
Rep. Party ID -.08 (.26) .17 (.22) .86 (.19)** .28 (.22) .13 (.24) -.01 (.24)
Independent -.07 (.26) .28 (.22) .32 (.21) -.09 (.20) -.02 (.21) -.01 (.20)
Voted Last Election .63 (.29)* .58 (.34) -.39 (.21) .52 (.22)* .19 (.23) .02 (.23)
Income .05 (.07) .07 (.05) .10 (.04)** .09 (.04)* .13 (.05)* .06 (.03)*
Education .02 (.03) .04 (.03) .09 (.03)** .08 (.03)** .08 (.04)* .09 (.03)**
Black -.57 (.55) .48 (.41) -.32 (.36) -.72 (.36)* -.33 (.35) -.14 (-34)
Male .06 (.20) .10 (.17) .08 (.16) .18 (.15) .17 (.17) -.01 (.17)
Age -.01 (.01) .01 (.01) -.01 (.01) -.00 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (01)
Union .00 (.24) -.30 (.22) -.09 (.20) .10 (.18) -.25 (.21) -.13 (.20)
Catholic .23 (.27) .02 (.24) -.37 (.24) -.35 (.20) -.06 (.23) .20 (.22)
Jewish 1.06 (.49)* -.22 (.51) -1.54 (.75)* .35 (.45) -.28 (.49) -.56 (.59)
Rural .06 (.31) -.03 (.20) -.23 (.22) -.58 (.22)** -.50 (.24)* -.69 (.23)**
New England .38 (.48) .25 (.38) .08 (.34) -.20 (.38) .21 (.42) -.15 (.42)
Mid. Atlantic -.19 (.42) -.44 (.33) -.94 (.28)** -.63 (.28) .19 (.31) -.17 (.28)
MidWest East .09 (.37) -.06 (.30) -.13 (.24) -.10 (.25) .24 (.28) -.00 (.27)
MidWest West -.24 (.41) .60 (.29)* -.25 (.28) -.32 (.29) .71 (.32)* .04 (.28)
Border South .18 (.55) -.05 (.49) -.28 (.31) .27 (.29) -.72 (.45) -.09 (.36)
Mountain 1.32 (.50)** .32 (.44) .16 (.42) -.30 (.46) .91 (.44)* .58 (.48)
Pacific .84 (.40)* -.11 (.36) -.00 (.27) .16 (.27) .24 (.32) .17 (.30)

R2 .10 .07 .18 .19 .14 14
N 1527 1323 1721 1323 1219 1140

226 
Peter 

W. 
W

ielhouw
er



Table 2 (continued)

1972 1974

Intercept -3.37 (.76)** -4.55 (.51)**
Reg. Repub. .58 (.24)*
Registered
Rep. Primary -.17 (.31)
Rep. Party ID -.09 (.18)
Independent -.34 (.21) -.22 (.16)
Voted Last Election .51 (.26)*
Income .07 (.03)* .03 (.02)
Education .03 (.04) .05 (.03)
Black -.59 (.44) -.52 (.33)
Male .00 (.19) -.32 (.14)*
Age .00 (.01) .01 (.01)
Union .07 (.23) -.44 (.17)**
Catholic .14 (.24) -.24 (.17)
Jewish .38 (.69) -1.09 (.54)*
Rural -.53 (.23)* -.42 (.16)**
New England -.52 (.51) 1.08 (.34)**
Mid. Atlantic -.04 (.35) 1.54 (.27)**
MidWest East .11 (-32) 1.44 (.25)**
MidWest West 1.04 (.32)** 1.92 (.27)**
Border South .58 (.39) .81 (.32)**
Mountain -1.20 (.78) 2.29 (.32)**
Pacific .25 (.36) 1.08 (.28)**

R2
N

.17
997

.18
2239

1976 1978 1980

50 (.48)** -4.98 (.56)** -5.82 (.76)**
23 (.18) .23 (.23) .20 (.30)

12 (.06)* .24 (.28)
38 (.21) .34 (.22) .24 (.27)
11 (-16) .11 (.17) .13 (.24)
48 (.15)** .02 (.26)
02 (.01) .05 (.02)** .07 (.02)**
14 (.03)** .13 (.03)** .16 (.04)**
53 (.32) -.48 (.33) -1.23 (.55)*
13 (.13) -.16 (.15) -.14 (.19)
02 (.00)** .01 (.01) .02 (.01)**
24 (-13) -.10 (.18) .04 (.22)
08 (-16) -.28 (.19) -.08 (.24)
01 (.39) .46 (.37) -.17 (.61)
39 (.15)** -.41 (.19)* -.07 (.23)
42 (3 1 ) .06 (.35) -.50 (.45)
07 (.23) -.42 (-25) -.73 (.34)*
13 (.21) -.33 (-23) -.47 (.29)
13 (.22) .35 (.34) -.03 (.41)
74 (.32)* .01 (.29) -.61 (.43)
73 (.29)** .91 (.31)** .04 (.38)
21 (-23) -.65 (.28)* -.87 (.40)*

.17 .20 .19
3051 1711 1106
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Table 2 (concluded)

1982 1984 1986 1988 1990

Intercept -5.97 (.74)++ -5.40 (.66)++ -6.46 .59)++ -5.69 (.68)++ -6.34 (.75)**
Reg. Repub. .44 (.20)+ .11 (.26) .37 .21)
Registered .78 ( 32)++ .83 (.36)*
Rep. Primary .11 (.22)
Rep. Party ID .28 (.22) .35 .23) .70 ( 23)++ .54 (.23)*
Independent -.10 (.19) -.11 (.20) -.24 .20) .37 (.22) .35 (.23)
Voted Last Election .62 (.26)+ .45 (.30)
Income .03 (.02) .04 (.02)+ .02 .02) .05 (.02)++ .03 (.02)
Education .16 (.04)++ .09 (.04)++ .16 03)** .04 (.03) .10 (.04)*
Black -.69 (.39) -.50 (.39) -.09 .28) .28 (.33) -.43 (.36)
Male .23 (.17) .21 (.16) .18 .15) -.18 (.17) .07 (.18)
Age .02 (.01)++ .02 (.01)++ .02 .01)++ .01 (.01)+ .02 (.01)*
Union -.27 (.22) .38 (.19)+ .07 .18) -.08 (.21) -.22 (-24)
Catholic -.28 (.22) .19 (.20) .18 .19) .11 (.21) .02 (-23)
Jewish -1.74 (.80)+ .59 (.44) -.24 .58) -.56 (.78) .25 (.55)
Rural -.51 (.20)++ -.79 (.22)++ -.56 -.44 (.23) .01 (.25)
New England -.40 (.38) .16 (.36) -.60 .40) -.28 (.44) -1.10 (.61)
Mid. Atlantic -.37 (-29) -.32 (.34) -.64 .29)+ -.06 (.34) -.56 (.35)
MidWest East -.59 (.28)+ -.11 (.29) -.68 .26)++ .15 (.28) -.17 (.30)
MidWest West .41 (.28) .07 (.37) .20 .26) .70 (.35)+ -.50 (.40)
Border South -.61 (.364 -.73 (.40) -.52 .32) -.76 (.41) -.22 (.42)
Mountain -.69 (.50) 1.15 (.41)++ 1.01 .33)++ 1.37 (.44)++ -.12 (.57)
Pacific -.60 (.35) -.53 (.33) -.63 .34) .69 (-31)* -.16 (.32)

R2 .25 18 .2 .19 .21
N 1139 1674 19 0 1574 1767

Note: Entries are logit coefficients (standard error). * =  p <  .05 ** = p <  .01 (two tailed test)
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R egionally  there is an  an ti-sou thern  tendency , b u t it is no t as p ronounced  as 
w as seen in the D em ocratic  equations. N on-sou thern  states w ere  less likely 
to be con tacted  e igh t tim es, and m ore  likely  to be  con tacted  20  tim es, bu t 
this pa ttern  is a ttenuated  late in the series: since 1974, seven reg ions have 
been contacted  less, and seven reg ions have been  con tacted  m ore  than  states 
in the so lid  South. L ook ing  at ind iv idual characteristics, persons w ith  h igher 
educational levels w ere  sign ifican tly  m ore  likely  to be con tac ted , and the 
h igher o n e ’s incom e, the h igher the likelihood  o f  being  con tac ted  by  the 
G O P since 1960. T hese  find ings a re  no t su rp ris in g , g iven  the attractiveness 
o f  R epublican  econom ic policies to the w ealthy , and  g iven  the g rea te r p ro ­
pensity  to vote am ong persons w ith  h igher educational levels and  socio ­
econom ic status. S ince 1976, o ld e r A m ericans have been  con tacted  a t h igher 
rates than  the young  (seven  o u t o f  the last e igh t years), possib ly  a function  
o f  the g row ing  political im portance  and  h ig h er tu rn o u t ra te  o f  this g roup .

Is the G O P con tacting  m em bers o f  its coalition? R epublicans have not 
been contacting  w hites sign ifican tly  m ore  than  b lacks (excep t in 1964 and 
1980); they have not been  con tacting  m en m ore  than  w om en; they have no t 
contacted P ro testan ts m ore  than  Jew s o r  C atho lics. T hey  have com e to co n ­
tact o lder citizens at h igher rates since 1976; h igher incom e peop le  a re  m ore 
likely to have been con tacted  than  low er incom e people; ind iv iduals liv ing  
in ru ra l areas are  less likely  to have been  con tac ted  than  those in m etro ­
politan  areas. T he ev idence is m ixed: the G O P  does con tact o lder, rich e r 
people, bu t no t m em bers o f  the o th er g roups in the ir coalition .

O ne possib le  reason  that the parties do no t appear to be  consisten tly  
contacting  the ir constituen ts is that these dem ograph ic  facto rs w ou ld  be 
sign ifican t only  i f  the parties con tac ted  these g roups a t rates exceed ing  these 
g ro u p s’ iden tification  w ith  the p arty . F o r exam ple, the D em ocratic  party  
m ight be  do ing  an  adequate  jo b  at con tacting  C atho lics, b u t only  a t the ra te  
at w hich  C atholics iden tify  (o r reg ister) as D em ocrats. In  o rd e r to test fo r 
this possib ility , a second set o f  equations w as run , d ropp ing  the party  ID  
and party  reg istra tion  variab les. A m ong those con tacted  by  the D em ocrats, 
d ropp ing  these variab les caused  som e m in o r changes: vo ting  in the p rev ious 
election  becam e sign ifican t fo u r tim es, and  tw ice du rin g  the 1980s w ere  
blacks and C atholics each con tacted  a t h igher ra tes. A m ong those con tacted  
by the G O P, C atholics w ere  con tacted  sign ifican tly  m ore  in 1960 and  sign ifi­
cantly  less in 1964; b lacks w ere  contacted  sign ifican tly  less in 1976 and 
1982. In sum , d ropp ing  the party  iden tification  and reg istra tion  m easures 
induced  no consisten t changes ov er the series o f  equations.

A no ther possib le  exp lanation  fo r the resu lts ob tained  here m igh t be that 
the parties w ere  targeting  m ore narrow  g roups than the m easures used  in 
this analysis. To test fo r this possib ility , a th ird  set o f  equations w as
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generated  that con tro lled  fo r the targeting  o f  young  m ales (aged 30 and 
under), w hite sou therners, and ideologically  conservative  C hristians. Only 
w hite sou therners w ere contacted  at rates that w ere  d iffe ren t from  o thers, all 
th ings being equal: in fo u r o f  the six p residen tia l e lections since 1968, w hite 
sou therners w ere significantly  less likely to be con tac ted . In these cases, the 
R epublican party  did not sim ply  m ake gains in the South by d in t o f  m ore 
activ ities (there w as only  one year w hen  the G O P  contacted  w hite sou th­
erners at a h igher ra te), bu t m ore due to a virtual abd ica tion  o f  the region 
by the D em ocrats (five ou t o f  11 years the D em ocrats w ere  less active 
am ong these vo ters). In teresting ly , C hristian  conservatives w ere  only  con­
tacted at h igher rates by e ither party  in one year (1982 ), and then by both 
parties.

H av e  th e  P a r t ie s  Im p ro v e d  O v e r  T im e?

I suggested  ea rlie r that the parties m ay have taken  advan tage o f  techno­
logical innovations in their targeting  e ffo rts . If, o v er tim e, there is an 
increase in the num ber o f  indiv idual characteristics that ob tain  significance 
in the p a rtie s ’ contacting  equations, w e cou ld  in fer that the parties are  doing 
a better jo b  at targeting  their contacts based  on these characteris tics . F o r the 
D em ocrats, there  is an average o f  4 .3  sign ifican t variab les in each equation 
p rio r to 1974; beg inn ing  in 1974, the average  is 8.1 (rem ov ing  the com peti­
tive s truc tu re  variables that began  in 1978, the average  is 7 .3 ) . T he averages 
fo r the R epublicans a re  4 .8  and 8 .2 , respectively  (rem ov ing  the com petitive 
s truc tu re  variables b rings these averages to 4 .7  and 7 .2 , respectively ). On 
this basis, the parties are  som ew hat m ore  effic ien t at targeting  the ir contacts 
based  on these variab les, assum ing  they use these characteristics and are  not 
ju s t getting  luck ier ov er tim e.

A second ind icato r o f  changes in the p a rtie s ’ targeting  capabilities can 
be ob tained  by reg ressing  the p ropo rtion  o f  variance exp lained  by the 
m odels in each year on  tim e. T ab le 3 show s the b ivaria te  reg ression  o f  each 
y e a r’s P seudo -R 2 on a tim e coun ter. Both coun ters coeffic ien ts a re  sign ifi­
cant at the p <  .01 level; the D em ocratic  equation  explains 66 percen t o f  the 
variance, and the R epublican equation  explains 60 percen t. Solv ing  fo r the 
equations yields a 12 percen t increase  in the pseudo-R 2 o v er the last 40 
years. W e can thus conclude that the passage o f  tim e has seen a substantial 
im provem ent in the ability  o f  this m odel to explain  the variance associated  
w ith the p a rtie s’ contacts. In sum m ary , the parties have becom e som ew hat 
m ore successfu l in their ability  to target their con tac ting  tow ard  indiv iduals 
w ith the specific characteristics used in this m o d e l.7
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Table 3. Regression of Contact Equation Pseudo R2s on Time

Dependent Variable Constant Counter R2

Democratic Pseudo-R2 8.62
(1.49)**

0.32
(0.06)**

.66

Republican Pseudo-R2 5.45
(5.08)

0.31
(0.07)**

.60

Note: The dependent variable is the percentage of variance explained by the models in each year (see 
Tables 1 and 2). The "counter" independent variable takes account of the passage of time on the 
ability of the parties to successfully target their contacts based upon the variables in the model. This 
variable takes the value of 0 for 1952, 4 for 1956, 8 for 1960, 12 for 1964, 14 for 1966, and so on.

Discussion and Conclusions

We can compare the results of this analysis with those in Rosenstone 
and Hansen’s (1993) important and useful contribution to the mobilization 
literature. Many of the characteristics that they found to be highly significant 
made little contribution to these equations. I can think of two possible 
reasons why my results were substantially less robust than those obtained by 
these scholars. First, the differences may hinge upon different coding of 
some variables. The second, and more important reason for the differences 
in the two analyses probably lies with the time-oriented nature of the metho­
dologies. While Rosenstone and Hansen used the NES Cumulative Data 
File, 1952-1988, and did not indicate controls for changes in the nature of 
contacting efforts over time, I assumed that canvassing activities may have 
changed over time. Therefore, variables that were significant in some years 
were allowed to be insignificant in others. Moreover, Rosenstone and 
Hansen did not separately analyze Democratic and Republican contacts.

The results of this analysis show that people who are registered or who 
are previous voters are significantly more likely to be contacted by both 
parties than non-voters. Party identification is itself a poor predictor of 
canvassing, but each party can be successful at targeting their adherents 
among the population. Overall, these patterns suggest that the parties use 
lists of previous voters as guides for future contacting efforts. This is an 
intuitive result, in that one of the best predictors of whether one will vote 
in the future is whether one has voted in the past.

Other results suggest that canvassing efforts vary according to the 
organizational strength of the local or state parties and candidate-centered 
organizations, rather than based on an organized program of contacting



d irec ted  from  the national party  h ierarchy . This can be in ferred  by co m ­
p aring  reg ional patterns o f  con tacting  effo rts w ith  the changes in the strength  
o f  state party  o rgan iza tions repo rted  by G ibson et al. (1983 , 1989). D em o­
crats show ed  h igher levels o f  con tacting  in the M idw est (com pared  to the 
South) betw een  1966 and  1972, and  betw een 1980 and 1988, m atching the 
re la tive  s treng th  o f  the ir o rgan iza tions betw een  the tw o reg ions in those tim e 
periods. In teresting ly , how ever, the pattern  does not em erge  w ith  regard  to 
the e lec to rally  rich  industria lized  m idw estern  states such as M ichigan, 
Illino is, and  O hio . T he  streng th  o f  D em ocratic  o rgan izations in the N o rth ­
east and  M idw est declined  betw een  1970 and  1980, and  contacting  was not 
sign ifican tly  h igher in those reg ions du rin g  that decade. In the W est, D em o­
cratic  party  o rgan iza tions g rew  in streng th  a fte r 1980, that g row th  being 
m atched  by  sign ifican tly  h igher rates o f  con tac ting  there  afte r 1974.

F o r the G O P, canvassing  took p lace to a g rea te r ex ten t in the deep 
South  afte r 1974, m atch ing  the substan tial g row th  o f  the p a r ty ’s o rgan i­
zations in that reg ion . T he R epublicans had strong  o rgan iza tions in the 
M idw est p rio r  to 1970, and  con tacting  w as substan tially  h ig h er there at that 
tim e. D eclines in m idw estern  party  streng th  afte r 1975 w ere  m atched by 
w eaker con tac ting  e ffo rts . T h ro u g h o u t the tim e covered  by this study , the 
G O P has had strong  party  o rgan iza tions in the W est, and  the ir contacting 
patterns have m atched  that streng th .

In the con tex t o f  the transaction  cost m odel and its hypotheses that the 
parties w ill selectively  seek to targe t their cam paign  activ ities, how  can these 
resu lts be  in terp re ted? F irs t, the parties appear to have taken  advan tage o f  
technological changes and are  now  ab le  to con tact g roups w ith  m ore  speci­
ficity  than early  in the N ES series. As described  in G odw in  (1988), the 
ex ten t to w hich  party  o rgan iza tions a re  ab le  to fine-tune  the ir d irec t mail 
cam paigns is rem arkab le . A nd K ay den and M ahe (1985) described  how  the 
com puteriza tion  o f  politics has im proved  the ability  o f  the parties to reach 
voters w ith  d irec t mail appeals and w ith  d irec t cam paign  ac tiv ities, including 
the use  o f  com prehensive cam paign  lists based  on voting  behav io r. By the 
sam e token , conservative  C hristians w ere  not any m ore likely to be co n ­
tacted  by the parties. It seem s likely that the reason fo r this lies in the w ell- 
estab lished  com m unication  netw orks used to reach these citizens: c h u rc h e s .8

Second, com paring  E rikson , L ancaster and R o m ero ’s results w ith  those 
p resen ted  here, it seem s that the parties ( 1 ) do not expend  resources fo r co n ­
tacting g roups that a re  very likely to vote fo r their cand idates, and (2) do 
not expend  resources fo r contacting  g roups that a re  very unlikely  to vote fo r 
their cand idates. T hat is, D em ocrats do not target b lacks, union  fam ilies, 
C atholics o r Jew s, w ho will vote D em ocratic  anyw ay. N either do R epub li­
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cans target their effo rts tow ard  these g roups, because  they w ill no t vote 
R epublican .

W ho, then, are  the parties targeting? T hree  answ ers em erge  from  this 
analysis. F irst, m arg inal voters from  E rikson , L ancaster and R om ero 
(1989): indiv iduals w ith  m ore  education  and liv ing  in u rban  areas (w here 
d o o r-to -d o o r canvassing  is m ore  effic ien t). Second, m em bers o f  g roups w ith 
the h ighest tu rnou t rates: those w ho are  be tte r educated , have h igher 
incom es, and w ho are  o lder. It shou ld  be noted that contacting  m em bers o f  
these g roups is likely  to y ield  a h igher payoff, because they are  m ore 
responsive  to d irec t appeals than  to in fo rm ation -sparse  te lev ision  co m ­
m ercials (Iyengar and K inder 1987; K ayden and  M ahe 1985; K rassa  1988). 
T h ird , o lder A m ericans, w hose electoral c lou t has g row n  substantially  in the 
last two decades.

T he transaction  cost m odel also suggests that the effo rts  o f  the parties 
will change the partic ipa tion  rates fo r the peop le  w ith  w hom  they com e into 
contact. W hile this question  is no t addressed  here, the d iscussion  in  the 
in troductory  sections notes that the parties are  qu ite  effective  in their 
m obilization  effo rts . T he p a rtie s ’ contacts vary  ov er tim e, b u t a re  im portan t 
fo r increasing  vo ter tu rnou t and  encourag ing  invo lvem ent in o ther political 
activities. T he resu lts o f  those analyses and that p resen ted  here suggest that 
the parties are  increasing ly  effic ien t at targeting  the ir m obilization  effo rts  to 
groups w hose partic ipation  w ill increase  the o rg an iza tio n s’ p robab ility  o f  
w inning  elections.

T he targeting  strategies o f  the parties d iffe r, how ever. E ldersveld  
(1982, 273) w ro te , "A m ajo r e lem ent o f  cam paign  strategy  is the need to pu t 
together a coalition  o f  in terest g roups that, i f  appealed  to p ro p erly , w ill 
constitu te the w inn ing  m arg in . P arties a re  . . . appealing  fo r g roup  support 
in an election  cam paign , bo th  by activating  and re in fo rc ing  the support 
am ong their ow n in terest subgroups and by expanding  the appeal to o ther 
in terests in the com m unity  needed fo r v ic to ry ."  U sing  the patterns o f  co n ­
tacting observed  here, and w ork ing  u n d er the assum ption  that parties are  
pu rposive  and strateg ic in the ir allocation  o f  hum an resou rces, w hat can be 
in ferred  abou t the p a r tie s ’ in tentions in using  the canvass?

T he D em ocrats target g roups on  the m arg ins, perhaps in an appeal fo r 
support o r in a conversion  e ffo rt. P erhaps they do not focus on "trad itional" 
D em ocrats, because o f  a b e lie f that the G O P holds little appeal fo r these 
vo ters, and there fo re  their only  op tion  in this tw o-party  system  is the D em o­
cratic  party . T he R epublicans con tac t o lder rich e r c itizens, perhaps in an 
e ffo rt to activate o r  re in fo rce  the ir support. T hey  m ake personal appeals to 
the w ell-educated  in a conversion  effo rt tow ard  this h ig h -tu m o u t g roup . In 
conclusion , it appears that E ld ersv e ld ’s statem ent is no t equally  app ropria te
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to the tw o m ajo r U .S . po litical parties . T he results ob tained  in this research 
im ply  that the e ffo rts  being  m ade by the parties are  effo rts o f  both  conver­
sion  and lim ited  ac tivation , once reg istered  and likely voters have been 
con tac ted . T he parties a r e  stra teg ic  in their citizen contacting  activities, 
a lthough  not exactly  as the lite ra tu re  w ou ld  lead us to believe.

N O T E S

This article is a revised version of a paper presented at the 1993 annual meeting of the 
American Political Science Association (Washington, DC). The author would like to 
thank Scott Ainsworth, Charles S. Bullock III, John A. Clark, Anne Hopkins, Brad 
Lockerbie, Arthur Sanders, and Ronald Weber for their helpful comments on that and 
subsequent drafts of the research.

'Implicit in this discussion of electoral coalitions is the notion that individuals are 
components of a larger group, and that the behavior of a member of a group is 
probabalistically related to the behavior of that group (see, for example, Grafstein 1991). 
In the current context, parties may contact individuals in the hope that they will serve as 
intermediaries between the party and other individuals who share characteristics. Huck- 
feldt and Sprague (1992, 70) called this effect "cascading consequences," arguing that 
"[successful efforts at voter mobilization . . . depend upon a process of social diffusion 
and informal persuasion."

2This text is taken from the 1988 survey; minor changes have occurred in the ques­
tion wording.

3It was preferable to use each respondent’s party identification prior to contact by 
a party worker. Unfortunately, only presidential election year surveys included a pre­
election party identification item. Post-election party identification was substituted in the 
remaining years, but this does not seem to have biased the results in favor of this 
variable’s influence. Party identification is coded as a set of three dummy variables. In 
the Democratic contact equations Republican identifiers are in the excluded category, 
while Democratic identifiers are excluded from the Republican contact equations. Many 
states do not have registration by party. Respondents from those states are coded zero, 
since the parties can not use that criterion for targeting contacts.

4The equations also included measures indicating the kind of race being run where 
the respondent lives (open House seat, open Senate seat, incumbent and challenger party 
labels). The NES has only tracked the types of congressional races in 1966 and since 
1978. Results for these variables were inconsistent over time, and so were not reported 
in the tables.

5Demographic variables included in the equations but not reported were employ­
ment status and experience (economic adversity), frequency of church attendance, home 
ownership, ethnicity (hispanic), residential mobility, and marital status. As an example 
of the results, here is the logit equation for Democratic contacts in 1988 (* indicates p 
< .05; ** indicates p < .01; two tailed tests):
Democratic Contact = -6.59(lntercept)** +1.42(Registered Voter)** +.81(Dem. Party ID)** 
+ .13(Independent) + .34(Voted Last Election) -.45(HR Dem. Challenger) + .68(Sen. Dem. Chal­
lenger) + .67(HR Open Seat) -.76(Sen. Open Seat) -,10(Rural) -,60(New England) -1.02(Middle
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Atlantic)-. 17(Midwest East) -,39(Midwest W est)-1.02(Border South)* + .37(Mountain)-.43(Pacific) 
-.04(Economic Adversity) -.02(Frequency of Church Attendance) -.21 (Home Owner) -.OO(Income) 
+ . 14(Education)** + .05(Residential Mobility) -.lO(Black) -.62(Hispanic) -.05(Male) + .02(Age) 
+ .10(Married) + .20(Union) + .11 (Catholic) + ,43(Jewish)

6A11 equations were tested for collinearity by running parallel OLS equations, and 
examining the variance inflation factor (VIF) for each independent variable in each equa­
tion. In only a few cases does this score rise above 2.25, indicating that multicollinearity 
does not pose a severe problem for this analysis (Fox 1991). In most o f those cases high 
VIFs were observed among the sets o f regional variables, which are categorical, but Fox 
and Monette (1993) have shown that high VIFs among sets o f dummy variables do not 
seriously degrade the estimation o f equation coefficients. The R2 reported in these equa­
tions is derived from a formula in Aldrich and Nelson (1984, 57), and corrected accord­
ing to recommendations in Hagel and Mitchell (1992, 776). The formula is

Pseudo R2 =  [x 2/(N + x 2)]M  
where x 2 is model chi-square statistic for the equation, N  is the number of  
observations in the equation, and M  is the Hagel and Mitchell multiplier, which is chosen 
based upon the distribution o f the dependent variable.

7It should be noted that even though these models improve in their explanatory 
ability over time, the proportion o f variance explained by them is rather modest, suggest­
ing either the omission of important independent variables or the presence o f a large 
random component to canvassing activities. Including a variable that controlled for on- 
versus off-year elections did not obtain significance for either party’s equations, indicat­
ing that the parties have not been doing an appreciably better job in either type o f year.

8It should be noted, however, that frequency o f church attendance was generally 
unrelated to the contacting patterns o f either party. Perhaps the parties proceeded through 
the authority structure o f local churches, rather than using church membership rolls as 
targeting mechanisms. If they did use membership lists, frequency of church attendance 
might not be expected to have an effect. For example, the Roman Catholic church never 
purges its rolls, regardless o f the attendance record (or lack thereof) o f its members.
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