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What is the incumbency advantage? 
In electoral politics, an incumbent is the existing holder of a political office. In this activity, 
you will explore trends in Congressional incumbency and examine factors leading to what 
many  have  termed  the “incumbency  advantage”  in  Congress. 
	  

1.   Examine  “Percentage of First Term Members of the U.S. House, 1789-1965,” “Terms 
Served by Incumbent Members of Congress, 1789-1963” and “Reelected Incumbents in the 
U.S. House, 1793-2003.” 

a.   Before even analyzing the actual data, what, generally, would you expect to learn 
from these two graphs? 

b.  Now examine the three graphs. 
c.   When did incumbents have the least success in elections? 
d.  When did incumbency begin to become a strong predictor of electoral success? 

That is, when did turnover rates (or the rate at which Congresspersons leave office) 
become very low? 

	  
2.  Take  a  look  at  “House of Representatives Reelection Rates, 1964-2008”  and “U.S. Senate 

Reelection Rates, 1964-2008.” 
a.   How do these data compare to the first 150 years of Congress? 
b.  On average, what percentage of seats in Congress are “competitive”  (that  is, 

 the reelection of an incumbent is not certain)? 
	  

3.  Open seats in Congress are those for which there is no incumbent. Do you think elections 
for these seats are more or less competitive? Why? 

	  
	  
Why is there an incumbency advantage? 
4.  First, think with your partners about the incumbency advantage. Why do you think 

current officeholders are more likely to be elected than a challenger, a candidate who runs 
against them? 

	  
5.  How does gerrymandering provide an important advantage to incumbents? 
	  

6.  The “Amount Raised and Spent in the Most Expensive U.S. Senate Races, 2010,”  “Amount 
Raised and Spent in the Most Expensive U.S. House Races, 2010,” and  “House and Senate 
Campaign Expenditures, 1980-2006”  graphs reflect the cost of running a campaign for 
Congress, as well as the difference between the amount spent by incumbents and the 
money spent by challengers? 

a.   Describe the general trend in expenditures since 1980. 
b.  What do you think candidates spend so much money on? 
c.   Why do you think it is more expensive to campaign for a Senate seat than a House 

seat? 
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d.  What is the average difference in expenditures between incumbents and 
challengers? 

e.   Why do you think incumbents are more attractive to campaign donors and better 
able to raise and spend more money? 

	  
7.   Take a look at the screenshot of Representative Michael E. Capuano (D-Massachusetts) 

website. 
a.   What  does he mean  by “casework”  and  “constituent assistance”  (another  term to  

describe this is constituency service)? 
b.  What sorts of issues do you think the Congressperson can handle on behalf of his 

constituents? 
c.   Do you think the Congressman himself handles all cases personally? If not, then 

whom? 
	  

8.  Read the excerpt from the “Congressional  Salaries  and  Allowances”  and 
 “Franking Privilege:  Historical  Developments and  Options  for  Change” by the 
Congressional Research Service. 

a.   What was the total yearly allowance for members of the House in 2009? 
b.  What could that money be used for? 
c.   What is the franking privilege? 
d.  What are some limitations of the franking privilege? 

	  
9.  Analyze  “Total Member Mass Mail Pieces Sent and Total Costs, House of Representatives, 

1997-2007.” On average, how many pieces of mail are sent by members of the House? 
How much does this cost the federal government? 

	  
10. Have a look  at  “Staffs of Members of the House and Senate, 1891-2001.” 

a.   Describe the trends in Congressional staffs in the last hundred years or so? 
b.  According  to what  you’ve  already  read,  how  much  are  Congresspersons  allotted 
  

each year by the federal government to pay for their staff? 
c.   How  might  a Congressperson’s  staff  give him or her an advantage against 

non- Congresspersons running for office? 
	  

11. Examine  the “Example of Mailing Sent With Franking Privilege Funds.” 
a.   Why might a mailing such as this (paid for by the federal government) give a 

Congressperson an advantage in elections? 
b.  Does this conform with the spirit of the rules governing the use of the franking 

privilege? 
c.   Is the franking privilege unfair? Or is it a necessary tool with which a 

Congressperson might communicate with his or her constituency? 
	  

12. Read the excerpt from “The Pig  Book”  and  “All About Pork”  and have  a  look  at  “Pork 
Barrel Spending, 1994-2009.” 

a.   What is appropriation? 
b.  What is pork barrel spending or earmarking? 
c.   What are some of the more surprising examples of earmarking in the Citizens 

Against Government Waste’s  “Pig  Book”? 
d.  Describe the trends in earmarking in the last twenty years or so. 
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e.   Pork barrel spending is an example of patronage, the process of working to 
materially  benefit  one’s  constituents.  to  one’s.  Why  do you  think  the 
ability to engage in earmarking provides an incumbent advantage? 

f. What  do you think  is the connection  between  incumbents’  fund-raising ability 
(see 

#6 above) and patronage? 
g.  The greater  a  Congressperson’s  seniority, the more able they are to benefit 

their home districts or states through pork barrel spending. Why do you think 
that is? 

	  
	  
When is the incumbent advantage weakest? 

13. Take  a  look  at  “Trust in Government and the Unemployment Rate,” which  tracks 
 the level  

of trust Americans have of government, as well as the unemployment rate. 
a.   What trends do you notice? 
b.  What do you think explains the trend? 

	  
14. Examine  “Trust in Government and Number of U.S. House Incumbents Defeated.” 

a.   What happens to incumbents when trust in government is high? Low? 
b.  What percent of incumbent Representatives lost their seats in the elections where 

they tended to do poorest? The best? 
c.   How significant is the weakening of the incumbent advantage in moments of low 

trust in government? 
	  

15. Midterm elections are Congressional elections that take place in the middle of a 
President’s  term.  So, since  Barack  Obama  was elected in 2008, and his term lasts 
four years, the midterm elections took place last year. 

	  
A President’s  job approval rating is the percentage of Americans polled who agree that the 
President is doing a good job. 

	  
Analyze  “Presidential Job Approval Rating and Number of Seats . . .” and  “Presidential 
Approval  Ratings  and  Midterm  U.S.  House  Seat Change  for  President’s  Party.”   

a.   What is the overall trend in elections involving incumbents belonging to the 
President’s  party  during midterm elections? Why do you think that is? 

b.  Describe the trends in Congressional midterm elections when the President is 
viewed favorably and unfavorably. 

	  
16. Have a look  at  “U.S.  Satisfaction  and  Economy  Ratings  and  President’s  Party  Seat 

 Changes, Recent Midterm Elections.” How do members  of  the President’s  party  in 
 Congress who are running in midterm reelection tend to perform when the economy is 
rated the most poorly? The most positively? 

	  
17. Analyze  “President Obama Job Approval Rating”  and “Percentage of Americans Who 

Believe Economic Conditions are ‘Excellent/Good’  and  ‘Poor.’” What  do  you think 
 the  prospects are for Congressional incumbents in the 2012 presidential election? 
Why? 
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Gerrymandering 

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Campaign fund- 
raising and spending 

	  

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Constituency service 

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
Institutional resources 
(franking privilege, 
staff allowance, etc.) 

	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
Patronage (earmarks / 
pork barrel projects) 

	  

	  


