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Abstract 

Since Polsby’s 1968 study, scholars have focused on the causes of careerism inside the U.S. 

House, with debate centering on the relative import of internal (e.g., institutionalization) and 

external factors (e.g., party competition, electoral system reform).  Such extensive study of the 

House career is a stark contrast to the inattention paid to pre-congressional careers.  What work 

has been done suggests that members’ prior political experiences changed little between 1870 

and 1944.  Using new data, I show a striking increase in the share of pre-congressional years 

spent in public office – a mark of professionalization.  To explain these changes, I examine 

competing explanations for careerism inside the House.  Using matching analysis to control for 

changes in the characteristics of incoming representatives, I find that electoral system reforms 

were a major cause of pre-congressional professionalization.  House members from states 

implementing the Australian ballot had approximately twice as much prior political experience 

as those from non-reform settings.  Members from states implementing the Australian ballot and 

nominating primary show even larger increases.  These findings, which suggest that changes in 

pre-congressional careers and careers inside the House were part of a broader professionalization 

trend, shed new light on old debates over the causes of congressional turnover. 
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 Historians describe the period between Reconstruction and World War II as one of rapid 

transformation in economic, social and political circumstances.  For congressional scholars, the 

same period is viewed as giving birth to the modern House of Representatives.  In the years 

following the end of Reconstruction, turnover was rampant in the House and the chamber’s 

internal disorganization frustrated attempts to adopt coherent policies to address the nation’s 

problems.  By the dawn of World War II, however, party leadership and committee systems had 

routinized legislative work, and the House’s transient membership had been replaced by 

seasoned politicians interested in long careers inside the chamber. 

Since Polsby’s 1968 study, declining turnover in membership has marked the emergence 

of the modern House career.  Between 1877 and 1965, turnover declined from 47 to 21 percent 

and the average number of terms served increased from 2.1 to 5.7.  Scholarly interest in 

explaining this trend of rising careerism inside the House has been intense, with debate centering 

on the relative import of internal and external factors.  Internal factors include changes in salary, 

norms, and structures that made House service more desirable (Polsby 1968; Polsby, Gallaher 

and Rundquist 1969; Bullock 1972).  External explanations have focused on the partisan 

realignment of 1896, which altered the competitive landscape of House elections (Price 1971, 

1975; Brady, Buckley and Rivers 1999).  Scholars have also focused on electoral system 

reforms, particularly the Australian ballot and nominating primary (Rusk 1970; Katz and Sala 

1996; Engstrom and Kernell 2005), as well as changes in economic organization (Keller 1977), 

life expectancy (Witmer 1964) and admission of new states (Fiorina, Rohde and Wissel 1975). 

 Such extensive study of the causes of careerism inside the House stands in stark contrast 

to the inattention paid to pre-congressional careers.  With few exceptions (Schlesinger 1966; 

Mezey 1970; Bogue et al. 1976), the political experiences of House members before their 
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election to Congress have received little study.  What work has been done paints a stagnant 

picture of life before Congress.  Indeed, the most detailed analysis of the subject concludes that 

“little change can be observed in the prior political experience of entering representatives” 

(Bogue et al. 1976, p. 289).  Absent evidence of change over time, there is no reason to expect 

that knowledge about members’ pre-congressional experiences can enhance our understanding of 

why members began serving longer in the House or any other aspect of congressional behavior. 

 What if, on the contrary, evidence for changes in pre-congressional careers could be 

found?  What factors might account for these changes?  Can information about members’ pre-

congressional political experiences help scholars arbitrate between competing explanations of 

careerism inside the House?  I take up these questions here.  Specifically, using new data on 

members’ pre-congressional careers, I provide more precise measures of their political 

experiences before their election to Congress.  These measures reveal a striking increase in the 

amount of political experience among new House entrants and in the share of pre-congressional 

years spent in public office – a measure of professionalization.  The magnitude of this change 

suggests that changes in pre-congressional experience and rising careerism inside the House both 

reflect a trend toward political professionalization – the replacement of political novices with 

career-minded professionals – in many offices between 1870 and 1940. 

 To explain changes in pre-congressional political experiences, I review the major 

competing explanations for rising careerism inside the House.  I argue that these explanations 

make different predictions about the timing and location of changes in pre-congressional political 

experiences.  However, assessing the relative contributions of internal and external factors poses 

difficult empirical challenges.  In particular, scholars have documented large changes in the level 

of electoral competition, the age, partisanship and regional base of incoming members, as well as 
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the composition of states between 1870 and 1940.  With the population of new House entrants 

changing substantially, estimating the effects of electoral system reforms, party competition, 

economic change and institutionalization is difficult to do with confidence. 

 To overcome these challenges, I use matching analysis.  Specifically, I use the genetic 

matching algorithm developed by Sekhon (2011) to minimize differences between incoming 

representatives before and after implementation of the Australian ballot and nominating primary.  

Focusing on these electoral system reforms is useful for two reasons.  First, studies of careers 

inside the House offer conflicting findings about their effects (Brady, Buckley and Rivers 1999; 

Kernell 2010).  Second, there are theoretical reasons to believe that these reforms affected 

members’ pre-congressional political experiences, as well as their careers inside the House. 

 My results indicate that electoral system reforms were a major cause of changes in pre-

congressional experiences between 1870 and 1940.  House members from states implementing 

the Australian ballot had approximately twice as much prior political experience as those from 

non-reform settings – i.e., states that had not yet implemented reform or that failed to do so in 

my period.  Differences between members from states implementing the Australian ballot and 

nominating primaries and those from non-reform settings were even greater.  These differences 

are independent of and larger than the differences generated by changes in party competition, 

economic organization and institutionalization. 

 This paper proceeds as follows.  In the next section, I offer evidence to refute the claim 

that little change occurred in House members’ pre-congressional political experiences between 

1870 and 1940.  Instead, it appears that pre-congressional careers became much more 

professionalized.  Then, I review the competing explanations for rising careerism inside the 

House and derive hypotheses regarding their implications for pre-congressional careers.  I then 
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describe the matching procedures I used to minimize differences between new House entrants 

before and after the reforms.  Next, I conduct a series of difference of means tests and statistical 

analyses using the matched data.  I conclude by discussing the broader implications that my 

findings have for pre-congressional careers in particular, and careers inside the House and 

congressional behavior more generally. 

 

Political Professionalization and Life Before Congress, 1870-1944 

 Among congressional scholars, the concept of political professionalization has posed 

theoretical and measurement challenges.  Some conclude that politics is not a profession at all.  

Lasswell (1948), for example, finds that the “the tangle of ladders, ropes, and runways” in 

politics makes the field too capricious to permit professional politicians.  King (1981) similarly 

claims that politicians do not exhibit the same dedication and do not receive the deference from 

others that professionals do in fields such as medicine, law and engineering.  Others (Schlesinger 

1966; MacKenzie 2009) argue that political careers do exhibit substantial stability and find little 

reason to believe that politicians are any less dedicated or expert than other professionals. 

 Nonetheless, even if one acknowledges that changes in the political experiences of office-

holders over time amounts to something like political professionalization, measuring its extent 

and progress is not straightforward.  Studies of congressional turnover have substituted the term 

“careerism” – measured individually as the number of terms served and collectively as the 

average number of terms served or share of the chamber occupied by new members.  Careerism, 

as used by congressional scholars, refers to the phenomenon of members building a career inside 

the House.  Such a definition is too limiting for pre-congressional careers, where individuals 

serve in different offices, often intermittently. 
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 To investigate changes in members’ pre-congressional experiences, I compiled complete 

career sequences for the 4,596 individuals who began House service between 1870 and 1944.  

My primary source of information is the Biographical Directory of the United States Congress.  

The Directory describes the background, employment history, and public accomplishments of 

the more than 12,000 individuals appointed or elected to the U.S. Congress.  For each House 

member who began service in this period, I compiled a complete listing of the number, order and 

type of public offices they occupied and the amount of time spent in each, and then merged this 

with datasets on members’ service activities, electoral experiences and institutional settings. 

 The career sequences collected here are an improvement over existing datasets and 

studies that provide only summary information about prior political experience.  Bogue et al. 

(1976), for example, base their conclusions about pre-congressional careers on the percentage of 

members in each decade that served in a local, state or federal office.  More recent studies have 

measured prior political experience with a binary indicator of whether a House member 

previously held elective office (e.g., Carson and Roberts 2005).  From such datasets, it is not 

possible to reconstruct the order in which House members held public offices.  It is also not 

possible to calculate the length or share of time spent in public office prior to entering the House.  

Making sense of such complex office-holding data is difficult.  Nonetheless, in reducing 

members’ experiences to simple indicators, relevant variation in political experiences is lost. 

 How might the development of pre-congressional careers, in particular the level of 

professionalization, be measured more appropriately?  At the individual level, the length and 

share of time spent in public office are appealing indicators of pre-congressional 

professionalization.  They tap the notions of dedication and concentrated activity that separate 

the careerist from the political amateur.  Unfortunately, unlike the task of calculating the number 
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of terms served in the House, there is no natural starting point for life before Congress.  

Members begin their pre-congressional careers at different points in their lives.  One possibility 

is to arbitrarily pick a common starting point or age.  In doing so, however, we are starting the 

clock before some members develop an interest in politics.  Alternatively, one could date the 

beginning of the pre-congressional career to the first indication of a member’s interest in politics. 

 Finding little reason to prefer one approach over the other, I measure pre-congressional 

professionalization both ways here.  My first measure takes the share of years spent in public 

office from age 25 to a member’s entry to the U.S. House.  At 25, individuals have likely 

completed their education and are three years from being eligible for House service.  Thus, there 

are a non-zero number of years that each member could have served in public office prior to 

entering the House.  For the 4,596 House members in my dataset, the average share of years 

spent in public office from age 25 to House entry was 28.9.  My second measure marks the 

beginning of the pre-congressional career with the first recorded instance of public service.1  For 

most members, that means a smaller base number of years.  For my dataset, the average share of 

years spent in public office from the first foray into politics to House entry was 45.3. 

 Table 1 provides summary data on the political careers of those who first reached the 

House between 1870 and 1944.  I calculated the length and share of time spent in public office 

for three phases of members’ careers during each 10-year interval between 1870 and 1944:  1) 

from the first public office held to House entry (pre-congressional), 2) from House entry to 

House exit (House) and 3) from House exit to the last public office held (post-congressional).  

The lengthening of House careers documented by Polsby (1968) is illustrated by the numbers in 

                                                 
1 For those whose first public office is the House, it also marks the end of the pre-congressional 

career.  Those members are coded as having zero percent of time spent in public office. 
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the column labeled “Length” under the “House” phase.  Comparatively, the spans of time 

covered by the pre- and post-congressional phases change little.  These numbers, however, mask 

a professionalization trend.  While the time spans of pre- and post-congressional career phases 

change little, members were spending much more time in public office during these phases. 

[Table 1 about here] 

 The average number of years spent in public office increased in all three phases of House 

members’ political careers.  Moreover, changes in pre-congressional political experiences are 

comparable in magnitude to those of careers inside the House.  Table 1 shows the increasing 

shares of the pre- and post-congressional phases accounted for by service in public offices.  At 

the beginning of my period, public service accounted for 48.5 percent of pre-congressional years.  

It accounted for nearly 72 percent after 1940.  As Table 1 makes clear, this greater concentration 

of public service was not due to reductions in overall career length.  Longer House service did 

not come at the expense of pre-congressional office-holding.  Rising careerism inside the House 

was part of a broader trend toward political professionalization. 

 By any measure, pre-congressional careers were becoming more professionalized 

between 1870 and 1944.  On average, incoming representatives were engaged in more political 

activity at the end of my period than at the beginning.  The pre-congressional phase was 

increasingly dominated by service in public offices as opposed to private-sector activity.  And, as 

I show below, House members were getting their political start earlier in life.  Early entry, 

sustained activity and few interruptions in service would distinguish the careerist from the 

amateur in many professions.  That political careers, where involuntary termination (e.g., term 

limits, electoral defeats, rotation agreements) looms much larger than in the private sector, came 

to resemble something like a profession is a remarkable event in American political 
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development.  Within this professionalization process, changes in pre-congressional experiences 

were as evident as longer careers inside the House. 

 

Explaining Pre-Congressional Professionalization:  Theory and Hypotheses 

 What explains the professionalization of pre-congressional careers?  Answering this 

question is important for three reasons.  First, the magnitude of the change in House members’ 

prior political experiences and its coincidence with rising careerism inside the House makes pre-

congressional professionalization an important phenomenon in its own right.  Second, to the 

extent that members’ prior political experiences can be connected to what they do in office, 

understanding the causes of pre-congressional professionalization can deepen our understanding 

of institutional change and legislative behavior inside Congress.  Scholars often make 

assumptions about House members’ prior political experiences in explaining institutional 

changes in the House2, though the empirical link between these experiences and legislative 

behavior has long been missing (Matthews 1984).3 

Third, explaining changes in pre-congressional careers could shed new light on old 

debates about the causes of careerism inside the House.  Indeed, a reasonable place to begin 

looking for hypotheses regarding pre-congressional careers is with the leading explanations for 

why members came to serve longer in the House.  Institutionalization, party competition, 

electoral system reform and economic organization all offer compelling explanations for this 

                                                 
2 Katz and Sala (1996), for example, claim that “the source of the seniority system was a critical 

change in House membership from mostly ‘amateurs’ to mostly ‘professionals’” (p. 26). 

3 Perhaps the availability of new data and better measures of experience will enable scholars to 

address this “major gap” between prior political experience and behavior in office. 
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trend.  If some of these theories also explain pre-congressional professionalization while others 

do not, our confidence in the theories that explain both phenomena is likely to increase.  In 

choosing among competing theories, Occam’s razor would suggest favoring those that explain 

more over those that explain less.  In the remainder of this section, I apply these theories to pre-

congressional careers.  As I argue below, these competing theories suggest different observable 

implications for pre-congressional careers that can be used to assess their validity. 

 

Electoral System Reforms 

 Scholars have long recognized the role of ballot and primary reforms in changing the 

nature of congressional elections (Rusk 1970; Katz and Sala 1996; Engstrom and Kernell 2005).  

Prior to reform, responsibility for organizing tickets fell to party operatives.  Each party would 

print their own ballots featuring an agreed-upon slate of candidates.  The entire slate would 

succeed or fail together, based on the party’s reputation and attractiveness of its leading 

candidates.  On Election Day, party workers distributed tickets to voters, who frequently (but not 

always) presented them unaltered at polls closely monitored by party workers and supporters 

(Ware 2002; Bensel 2004).  In states adopting the Australian ballot, an official ballot listing all 

qualified candidates was provided and voters were allowed to make their choices in secret. 

 Ballot reform formally decoupled candidates’ and their parties’ electoral fates by 

enabling voters to split their tickets.  In practice, a poorly performing candidate at the head of the 

ticket could still damage the electoral prospects of co-partisans down the ballot.  Nonetheless, 

enterprising House candidates could limit the damage by personally campaigning in their 

districts.  There is evidence that many attempted to do so.  Kernell (2010) finds that the 

relationship between House members’ retirement decisions and the presidential vote weakened 
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following ballot reform.  House incumbents were not the only beneficiaries of ballot reform.  

Reform also enabled candidates for a litany of state and local offices to cultivate a personal vote 

(Cain, Ferejohn and Fiorina 1987).  Given their statewide scope, it is reasonable to expect that 

ballot laws stimulated changes in the pre-congressional as well as the House career. 

 The second pillar of reform, the nominating primary, also afforded politicians greater 

control over their political destiny.  Even in states implementing ballot reform, securing a 

nomination from the party caucuses and statewide conventions that controlled the process before 

direct primaries could still pose a formidable obstacle.  Some states and communities were 

plagued by factionalism (Bensel 2000), whether arising from geographic, ideological or personal 

rivalries.  In others, nominations were, like patronage jobs and government contracts, treated as 

currency to be traded by party leaders in building effective electoral coalitions.  In still others, 

rotation agreements, whereby a nominee agreed to give up the seat after a prescribed number of 

terms, were adopted to keep the peace inside states and districts (Kernell 1977). 

In these situations, individual ambition might be sacrificed for the party’s collective need.  

The nominating primary, which allowed any party member to contest the nomination, largely 

ended such practices.  In states adopting primary reform, candidates assumed personal 

responsibility for securing the nomination.  While much anecdotal evidence shows that this 

reform enabled House incumbents to hold their seats longer, its effects on other offices is less 

appreciated.  Rotation agreements were in place for state and local elective offices in many 

places.  Removing them might have spurred pre-congressional professionalization.4 

                                                 
4 Consider the example of Sam Ealy Johnson, father of Lyndon Johnson, who was a Texas state 

legislator in the first decade of the 20th century.  In 1906, Sam Johnson attempted to break his 

district’s tradition of rotating the seat between its constituent counties.  Texas had passed 
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In separating candidates’ and their parties’ electoral fates and limiting unwanted 

interference from parties, these reforms established the individual as the decision-maker of 

consequence.  Politicians were free to pursue opportunities for advancement, exploiting whatever 

advantages they might acquire over other independent competitors.  In this more open setting, 

comparative advantage might be achieved through the accumulation of experience and, often, the 

acquisition of state and local offices that might serve as a resource base for moving up the 

political hierarchy (Schlesinger 1966).  These expectations are captured in Hypothesis 1: 

Hypothesis 1:  House members from states implementing the Australian ballot will have 

higher levels of pre-congressional professionalization than House members from non-

reform settings.  House members from states implementing the Australian ballot and 

nominating primary will have higher levels of pre-congressional professionalization than 

House members from non-reform settings. 

 

Party Competition and Partisan Advantage 

 Among external factors, the main rival to reform-based explanations of rising careerism 

inside the House is the party competition thesis.  It is also a major alternative hypothesis to the 

reform-based explanation of pre-congressional professionalization.  In the same way that large 

partisan advantages increase the probability that a House incumbent is reelected, they also make 

it easier for politicians to continue serving in a variety of state and local elective offices.  The 

same might also be said of politicians serving in state and local appointed offices, who depend 

                                                                                                                                                             
primary legislation in 1903 and Johnson was able to appeal directly to his constituents.  In this 

case, the campaign succeeded, with Johnson racking up primary majorities large enough to 

dissuade any Republican from running in the general election (Caro 1981). 
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on elected officials for initial appointments, reappointment and promotion, and frequently serve 

at the pleasure of these officials.  Thus, politicians who enjoy large partisan advantages typically 

have more opportunities to serve and can remain longer in public offices.  It is, therefore, 

reasonable to expect that new House entrants who enjoyed large partisan advantages in the pre-

congressional phase accumulated more political experiences than those lacking such advantages. 

Theoretically, the presence of large partisan advantages ought to contribute to higher 

levels of pre-congressional professionalization throughout my period.  Empirically, however, it is 

the case that partisan advantages increased notably for Republicans in northern states and 

Democrats from the South after 1896.  This is consistent with the party competition thesis (Price 

1971, 1975; Brady, Buckley and Rivers 1999).  Such imbalances in party competition could have 

contributed to large differences in pre-congressional professionalization between Republicans 

and Democrats.  Specifically, one might expect that northern Republicans spent much more of 

their pre-congressional years in public office than did northern Democrats elected after 1896.  

Similarly, Southern Democrats might have spent much more of their pre-congressional years in 

public office than did Southern Republicans.  These expectations are captured in Hypothesis 2: 

Hypothesis 2:  After 1896, Republicans will have higher levels of pre-congressional 

professionalization than Democrats in northern states.  After 1896, Democrats will have 

higher levels of pre-congressional professionalization than Republicans in the South. 

 

Industrialization and Industrial States 

 Another external explanation of rising careerism inside the House concerns the effects of 

industrialization following Reconstruction.  Political historians have described the effects of 

industrialization as generating new demands on government and stimulating institutional 
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development and policy innovation (Wiebe 1967; Keller 1977; Skowronek 1982).  The response 

was especially apparent at the federal level, where government spending and employment 

increased rapidly from the 1880s to the 1920s.  Scholars have debated the extent of these 

changes, emphasizing the role of courts, presidents and bureaucrats in bringing them about 

(Keller 1977; Skowronek 1982; Carpenter 2001).  Congress, however, was not immune to the 

impulse for “bureaucratization.”  Schickler (2001) identifies a number of procedural and 

institutional changes that enhanced the capacity of Congress after 1890.  Moreover, whether on 

civil service reform, the tariff, monetary policy (Bensel 2000), postal services (Kernell and 

McDonald 1999), agriculture (Carpenter 2001), highways, food and drug regulation or healthcare 

(Johnson 2007), Congress was active in developing new policies long before the New Deal. 

Can changes in economic organization brought on by industrialization explain pre-

congressional professionalization?  For the most part, scholars discuss changes in economic 

organization as a general phenomenon affecting Congress and its members as a whole.  From 

this perspective, the decline in congressional turnover during this period was a response to the 

need for political and administrative expertise in government.  Stated in such functionalist terms 

and lacking any ability to discriminate among individual politicians, the effects of 

industrialization on the professionalization of pre-congressional careers are impossible to test. 

One possible solution is to take advantage of the uneven spread of industrialization 

during the 1870-1944 period.  Even as some states, mostly in the Northeast and Midwest, were 

rapidly industrializing, others were expanding agricultural production and relying on extractive 

industries (Easterlin 1958; Bensel 2000).  If industrialism was the disease and political expertise 

the cure, then one might expect more experienced politicians to be elected to the House where 

industrial activity was most concentrated.  Similarly, one might expect more experienced 
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politicians to be selected for state and local offices as well.  Thus, the pool of potential House 

candidates in these areas might have featured a greater preponderance of more experienced 

politicians.  To test this possibility, I used census data to identify states characterized by the 

highest levels of manufacturing, an indicator of industrial development.  If the relationship 

between industrialization and political expertise is as the historical literature suggests, than one 

would expect the following hypothesis to hold: 

Hypothesis 3:  House members from industrial states will have higher levels of pre-

congressional professionalization than House members from non-industrial states. 

 

Institutionalization and the Pre-Congressional Career 

 The most frequently cited explanation for rising careerism inside the House is 

institutionalization.  While problems of definition remain, institutionalization generally refers to 

internal factors that make service in the House more or less desirable.  For Polsby (1968), the 

lengthening of House tenures was both a telling indicator and a leading cause of 

institutionalization.  Subsequently, scholars have focused on other internal factors that made 

House service more or less desirable.  These include changes in salaries and benefits, increasing 

workload, difficulty in moving up the committee hierarchy, political scandals, and increasing 

partisan acrimony (Bullock 1972; Cooper and West 1981; Hibbing 1982; Jacobson and Dimock 

1994; Hall and Van Houweling 1995; Theriault 1998). 

 The professionalization of pre-congressional careers is somewhat at odds with the 

institutionalization literature.  So, too, are the increasing tenures of senators, federal judges, 

governors, cabinet members and big city mayors during this period (Kernell and MacKenzie 

2010).  The broad trend toward political professionalization in my period suggests that more than 
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internal factors are needed to explain it.  Nonetheless, institutionalization might have contributed 

to professionalization of pre-congressional careers in a couple of ways.  First, as the value of 

House membership increased, competition for seats might have stiffened.  Professional 

politicians might have been advantaged in this new era.  This possibility is belied by the party 

competition literature, which finds that electoral competition actually declined. 

Second, institutionalization might have contributed to the professionalization of pre-

congressional careers by requiring new House entrants to wait longer, as current members served 

for longer periods of time.  Thus, some members might have acquired more political experiences 

in the pre-congressional phase as a byproduct of increasing careerism inside the House.  To test 

this possibility, I divided members into two groups.  In the first group are those elected from 

districts where the previous occupant stayed longer than two terms – the usual maximum stay 

under rotation agreements.  In the second group are those elected from districts where the 

previous occupant served two terms or fewer.  If institutionalization affected pre-congressional 

careers by causing longer wait times for new entrants, the following hypothesis will hold: 

Hypothesis 4:  House members elected from districts where the previous incumbent 

served more than two terms will have higher levels of pre-congressional 

professionalization than House members elected from districts where the previous 

incumbent served two terms or less. 

 

Research Design and Methods 

 To assess the effects of electoral system reforms on pre-congressional 

professionalization, I divided my population of House members into three groups.  Group 1 

(Control) consists of individuals who began service in the House before their state adopted the 
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Australian ballot or nominating primary.  Group 2 (Australian ballot) consists of individuals who 

began service in the House after their state adopted the Australian ballot, and before their state 

adopted the nominating primary.  Group 3 (Australian ballot + nominating primary) consists of 

individuals who began service in the House after their state adopted both the Australian ballot 

and nominating primary.  Groups 2 and 3 form the two treatment groups in the analyses below. 

 Differences in partisan advantage, institutionalization and the timing of industrialization 

and electoral system reforms across states offer substantial variation for empirical models to 

exploit.  Nonetheless, previous work ably demonstrates that reform and non-reform settings 

differed systematically in ways, apart from reform, that affected the selection of House members 

in this period.  Changes in competition, life expectancy, the composition of states, as well as 

party and regional representation offer competing explanations for rising careerism inside the 

House.  They also complicate the task of assessing the contribution of reforms and other 

explanations of pre-congressional professionalization.  In this section, I describe problems in 

estimating the impact of reform and the matching procedures I use to mitigate them. 

 One of the main problems is illustrated in Figure 1, which compares the distributions of 

the state party advantage variable among reform and non-reform settings.5  The upper left-hand 

figure is a Q-Q plot that shows the distribution of state party advantage among House members 

from states implementing the Australian ballot (Treatment) and non-reform (Control) settings.  If 

                                                 
5 To measure partisan advantage, I draw upon Brady, Buckley and Rivers (1999).  Specifically, I 

calculated the Democratic and Republican share of the two-party vote for governor in each state.  

I used a linear interpolation to fill in values between election years and then smoothed my annual 

time series by taking a 12-year moving average.  For Democrats and Republicans, the variable 

state party advantage takes the 12-year moving average of their respective state parties. 
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these distributions were identical, all of the points (quantiles) would lie on the line y = x.  The 

actual pattern is flatter than the line y = x.  This indicates that the dispersion of state party 

advantage is greater in non-reform settings. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 Table 2, which compares the characteristics of House members in reform and non-reform 

settings, indicates that the differences in Figure 1 are significant.  The standardized mean 

difference is substantively large and statistically significant according to the Kolmogorov-

Smirnov test, which looks for differences across the entire distribution.  This problem, however, 

is not limited to the state party advantage variable.  The unmatched populations of members from 

states with the Australian ballot and from non-reform settings show other troubling differences.  

There are, for example, more Republicans and Southerners in states with the Australian ballot.  

Table 2 also indicates that the problems are equally severe if the analysis is confined to members 

from states with the Australian ballot and nominating primary (Treatment) and members from 

non-reform (Control) settings.  For all covariates, except partisanship, there are significant 

differences in the distributions between reform and non-reform settings. 

[Table 2 about here] 

 What problems, if any, do these differences pose for causal inference?  The numbers in 

Table 2 indicate that assignment to a reform setting is nothing like random assignment.  The 

covariate distributions between treated and control populations are very different.  Thus, even 

before the effects of reform begin to take hold, these populations are different in ways that affect 

the outcome of interest.  Including all of these covariates in a model with indicators of reform 

adoption could, absent proper adjustments, lead to biased estimates (most likely attenuation) of 
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the effects of reform institutions.  Some adjustment is necessary to separate the causal effects, if 

any, of electoral system reforms from the effects of these pre-existing differences. 

 To minimize the impact of differences in reform and non-reform populations, I use 

matching analysis to estimate the effects of the Australian ballot and nominating primary on pre-

congressional professionalization.  The goal of matching is to reduce bias by simulating the 

conditions of a randomized experiment using observational data.  This is accomplished by 

selecting subsamples of treatment and control populations that are “balanced” with respect to 

observed covariates.  That is, these subsamples differ only randomly with respect to observed 

covariates even as they take on different values of the treatment.  Thus, any differences in 

outcomes between these subsamples can be ascribed to the effects of the treatment rather than 

pre-existing differences between the populations. 

 Scholars have identified several techniques for selecting subsamples to minimize 

differences in covariate distributions.6  Here, I use the genetic matching algorithm developed by 

Sekhon (2011).  Genetic matching chooses matched pairs by minimizing a generalized version of 

                                                 
6 The simplest of these is exact matching, whereby two units are matched only if they take 

identical values on all covariates, but differ on the indicator of treatment.  Exact matching is 

appealing in that it eliminates all differences between groups beyond the treatment itself.  

Unfortunately, with finite samples and the inclusion of continuous covariates, exact matching 

can become infeasible.  An alternative is the use of propensity scores (Rosenbaum and Rubin 

1983).  Rather than require exact matches on all covariates, matching on a propensity score can 

yield balanced distributions on the covariates used to define the score.  True propensity scores 

are rarely known, however, and must be estimated.  If such models are incorrectly specified, 

propensity scores can reduce rather than improve balance (Stuart and Rubin 2008). 
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the Mahalanobis distance.  In practice, the algorithm (GenMatch) searches over a range of 

metrics to find the particular measure that minimizes post-matching imbalance of covariates.  

Genetic matching offers flexibility in determining which covariates to match on, assessing post-

matching balance and, incorporating propensity scores.  The procedures described here have 

been used successfully in a number of applied settings (see Diamond and Sekhon 2010). 

 I applied genetic matching to the 4,596 individuals who began House service between 

1870 and 1944.  I used one-to-one matching with replacement so that each member in my two 

treatment groups, Groups 2 and 3 described above, was paired with a suitable match from my 

control group, Group 1.  Thus, each House member from a state implementing the Australian 

ballot was paired with a member from a non-reform setting.  Similarly, each member from a state 

implementing the Australian ballot and nominating primary was paired with a member from a 

non-reform setting.  The lower panel of Figure 1 shows the success of GenMatch in balancing 

the distributions of state party advantage between House members from reform (Australian 

ballot) and non-reform settings.  In contrast to the pattern in the upper panel (the unmatched 

populations), the bulk of the quantiles of these two distributions now lie along the line y = x. 

 The right-hand side of Table 1 reports the average values, standardized means and 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov p-values for six covariates.  Consistent with Figure 1, differences between 

the matched subsamples of House members from states implementing the Australian ballot and 

members from non-reform settings with respect to state party advantage are not statistically 

significant.  GenMatch also succeeded in producing excellent balance for the other covariates.  

The standardized mean differences are substantively small and none reaches conventional levels 

of statistical significance.  Matching was equally successful in creating similar subsamples of 

members from states with both the Australian ballot and nominating primary and members from 
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non-reform settings.  Whereas the unmatched populations showed troubling differences in 

competitiveness, education, state and region, the matched subsamples show no statistically 

significant differences in the distributions of these covariates. 

 Two conditions must hold for matching to yield consistent estimates of the average 

treatment effect for the treated (ATT) (Ho et al. 2007) – here, the change in pre-congressional 

professionalization in states implementing electoral system reforms.  One assumption is the 

stable unit treatment value (SUTVA), which requires that the treatment status of any unit be 

independent of potential outcomes for all other units, and that treatment is defined identically for 

all units.  In this context, it requires that assignment to a reform setting for any member does not 

depend on the professionalization values taken on by other members.7 

 The second assumption is that assignment to the treatment group depends only on the 

observed covariates and that, given these covariates, assignment is possible but not certain.  In 

this context, it implies that I have not excluded relevant predictors of assignment to a reform 

setting and that the covariate values in my treatment groups are reflected in the covariate values 

in my control group.  The extent to which this assumption is met is difficult to ascertain.  In 

analyses not shown here, I included an indicator for each member’s home state to proxy for 

state-level conditions that might have made the adoption of electoral system reforms more likely.  

The inclusion of this indicator complicates the matching process considerably and reduces 

improvement in covariate balance.  It does not, however, significantly alter the estimated effects 

of reform and does not appreciably change the other results reported in the next section. 

                                                 
7 The SUTVA assumption could be violated if states adopted reforms in reaction to real or 

perceived levels of professionalization among elected officials.  I am aware of no research that 

suggests such a concern was a central motivation behind ballot and primary reforms. 
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 Given the results in Table 2, and lack of evidence to the contrary, I am confident that the 

data meet the conditions stated above and that the subsamples constructed via matching are 

exchangeable.  Thus, any differences between these subsamples can be ascribed to my treatments 

(Australian ballot, Australian ballot + nominating primary) and not any pre-existing differences 

between reform and non-reform populations.  As such, the average difference between treatment 

and control groups is an unbiased estimate of ATT.  In the next section, I report and discuss these 

average differences, which test Hypothesis 1 stated above. 

 I also assess the relative effects of electoral system reforms, party competition and other 

factors by combining matching and regression analysis.  Specifically, I present a model that 

predicts levels of pre-congressional professionalization using measures of electoral system 

reform, state party advantage, regionalism and other factors.  Recent work (Stuart and Rubin 

2008) encourages researchers to use matching to reduce differences in covariate distributions and 

then perform regression-based adjustments on matched samples to increase the efficiency of 

estimates.  Ho et al. (2007) argue that such “preprocessing” makes parametric methods more 

reliable.  If researchers can show that covariate balance has been achieved, there is less reason to 

fear that their estimates are overly sensitive to arbitrary choices of model specification. 

 Finally, I conduct a series of t-tests on my matched subsamples to directly assess the 

implications of competing theories of pre-congressional professionalization.  As summarized in 

Hypotheses 2-4 stated above, these theories provide different expectations about where and when 

we ought to observe changes in pre-congressional political experiences.  The t-tests I describe in 

the next section directly test these critical implications.  I discuss how the overall pattern of these 

results offers ample support for a reform-based theory of political professionalization. 
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Results 

 Table 3 reports the estimated effects of reform.  For my first dependent variable – share 

of years spent in public office from age 25 to House entry – the estimated effect of the Australian 

ballot is 18.8 percent.  That is, a House member elected from a state that adopted ballot reform 

spent, on average, an additional year for every five years in the pre-congressional career.  Given 

that the average age of entry in my matched subsamples was just over 47, that leaves 22 years of 

pre-congressional activity for the average member in my period.  Following ballot reform, this 

member could be expected to spend between four and five additional years in public office.  

With the average length of public service at just over three years in my control group, this 

constitutes a more than doubling of pre-congressional political experience. 

[Table 3 about here] 

 The impact of ballot reform is even greater on my second dependent variable – the share 

of years spent in public office from a member’s first foray into politics to House entry.  The 28.3 

percent increase in the share of years spent in public office represents a sizeable uptick in 

concentrated political activity.  As with my first dependent variable, this represents a more than 

doubling of the share of years spent in public office (from just over 25 percent in the control 

group to 54 percent in states adopting the Australian ballot).  If a hallmark of professionalization 

is concentrated activity within one’s chosen field, then the pre-congressional career was 

becoming more professionalized during my period of study.  Ballot reform appears to have 

played a crucial role in this process.  Members elected following the onset of reform were 

spending more time in public office and less time pursuing private-sector activities. 

 The lower portion of Table 3 reports the estimated effects of the Australian ballot and 

nominating primary.  Consistent with the reform-based account, the effects of reform were 
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accelerated in states adopting the nominating primary.  These effects included a 27.5 percent 

increase in the share of years spent in public office from age 25 to House entry.  For the average 

House member entering the institution at age 47, this constitutes an increase of five to six years 

in the amount of pre-congressional political experience.  Given that the average House member 

in my control group spent three years in public office and the average member in my treatment 

group nine years, this constitutes a near tripling in pre-congressional public service. 

 Even more noticeable is the sizeable uptick in concentrated political activity denoted by 

the 42.68 percent increase in the share of years spent in public office from political start to House 

entry.  In the non-reform settings in by my control group, House members were spending 21.4 

percent (roughly one out of every five years) of their pre-congressional years in public office 

after their first foray into politics.  In states that adopted the Australian ballot and nominating 

primary (my second treatment group), members were on average spending 64.1 percent of their 

pre-congressional years in public office.  This change, from members spending a small minority 

to nearly two-thirds of their pre-congressional career in public office, testifies to the remarkable 

professionalization process taking place in my period. 

 It is worth emphasizing that these differences, both substantively large and statistically 

significant, cannot be attributed to the usual alternative explanations for careerism inside the 

House.  The matching algorithm used to construct my treatment and control subsamples ensures 

that in evaluating the effects of reform, I am not simultaneously comparing populations with 

very different age profiles, partisan affiliations, regional memberships or competitive 

circumstances.  The effects of institutional reform described in Table 3 are above and beyond the 

contributions, if any, these other factors made to pre-congressional professionalization. 
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Comparing the effects of reform, competition and other factors 

 The size and significance of my treatment effects indicate that electoral system reforms 

were a major cause of pre-congressional professionalization between 1870 and 1844.  Reform-

based theories, however, do not require that other factors be irrelevant.  Similarly, competition-

based theories need not imply that the effects of reforms were nil.  Nonetheless, given that 

proponents of these and other theories claim primacy in debates over the causes of increasing 

careerism inside the House, it is important to assess their relative effects on pre-congressional 

political experience.  To do this, I use the matched subsamples of House members described in 

Table 2, which are preprocessed to minimize differences in my covariate distributions. 

 Table 4 contains the results of four OLS models – one for each combination of outcome 

and treatment variables – of pre-congressional professionalization.8  Columns 1 and 2 show the 

effects of reform, age, education, region, party competition and state age on my first dependent 

variable – share of years spent in office from age 25 to House entry.  Columns 3 and 4 show the 

effects of these variables on share of years spent in public office from political start to House 

entry.  Columns 1 and 3 assess the effects of adopting the Australian ballot; columns 2 and 4 

show the effects of adopting the Australian ballot and nominating primary. 

                                                 
8 One could argue that an event count model where the dependent variable is a count of years 

spent in public office and the number of trials is a count of total years is more appropriate.  I ran 

negative binomial regression models (not shown) using the same independent variables and a 

count of years spent in public office as my dependent variable.  The exposure term was 

alternately years from age 25 to House entry and years from political start to House entry.  The 

latter was complicated by the exclusion of those who spent no time in public office prior to 

House entry (exposure must be positive).  The results were consistent with those reported here. 
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[Table 4 about here] 

 The coefficients for electoral system reform are nearly identical to the differences 

reported in Table 3.  Thus, adjusting for any remaining differences in covariates does not change 

my treatment effects.  The coefficients for other variables indicate that non-institutional factors 

also affected pre-congressional experience.  The negative coefficient for age at entry, for 

example, suggests that older House entrants spent a smaller proportion of their pre-congressional 

years in public office.  In column 1, for example, increasing age at entry by 8.8 years (i.e., one 

standard deviation) results in a 3.8 percent decrease in share of years spent in public office. 

 Consistent with competition-based theories, the effects of state party advantage are 

positive and significant.  The magnitude of these effects, however, is small relative to the impact 

of reform.  In column 3, for example, increasing state party advantage by 22.8 percent (i.e., two 

standard deviations) results in only a 3.9 percent increase in the share of years spent in public 

office.  Similarly, the effects of having a college education, Republican Party membership and 

being a Southerner, while statistically significant, are substantively small relative to the effects of 

reform.  Taken together, the models in Table 4 suggest that reforms explain a large share of the 

increase in pre-congressional professionalization in the 1870-1944 period. 

 

Evaluating the implications of alternative theories of professionalization 

 In previous sections, I derived hypotheses from four competing theories for rising 

careerism inside the House between 1870 and 1944.  These theories make different predictions 

about the timing and location of changes in pre-congressional professionalization.  The estimated 

treatment effects and OLS models described above provide ample evidence for Hypothesis 1, 

which predicts a large increase in pre-congressional professionalization with the onset of 
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electoral system reforms.  To test the three alternative theories, summarized in Hypotheses 2-4, I 

once again use my matched subsamples, preprocessed to minimize differences in the 

distributions of age, education, partisanship, state party advantage, region and state age. 

 Table 5 contains the results of difference of means tests designed to evaluate Hypotheses 

2-4 stated above.  Hypothesis 2 encapsulates the implications of competition-based accounts, 

which attribute increasing professionalization to declining partisan competition after the 1896 

presidential election.  It predicts a growing gap in pre-congressional political experience between 

Democrats and Republicans following this critical event.  In northern states, this gap should 

favor Republicans; in the South, Democratic members should be more experienced. 

The t-tests in Table 5 provide little support for this hypothesis.  Within the subsamples of 

House members from states implementing the Australian ballot and the matched control group, 

there is no statistically distinguishable difference between northern Democrats and Republicans 

in the share of time spent in public office from age 25 to House entry.  There is a difference in 

pre-congressional political experience between Democrats and Republicans within the 

subsamples of members from states implementing the Australian ballot and nominating 

primaries and its matched control group.  Consistent with Hypothesis 2, it is negative (i.e., 

Republicans are more professionalized) and statistically significant.  However, the same gap was 

present among northern Democrats and Republicans before 1896.  Thus, the critical election of 

1896 appears to have had little effect on pre-congressional professionalization in northern states. 

[Table 5 about here] 

Declining competition also appears to have played a minor role in the South.  The raw 

number of observations and averages tell most of the story.  Even before 1896, the transition to 

one-party rule was underway.  There are probably too few Southern Republicans in my matched 
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subsamples to form a useful comparison.  In fairness, this partly reflects Democratic dominance 

after ballot and primary reforms (in searching for suitable control cases, many Southern 

Republicans were dropped).  Looking at the unmatched populations (results not shown), it 

appears that Southern Republicans tended to have more experience than their Democratic 

counterparts before 1896.  This relationship was reversed after 1896.  Given other differences in 

the unmatched populations cited above, it is difficult to know what to make of these changes. 

Hypothesis 3 captures the implications of economic-based accounts, which attribute 

increasing professionalization to the rise of industrialism.  Industrialization, historians argue, 

created the need for a coherent government response, particularly at the national level.  

Hypothesis 3 predicts a gap in pre-congressional experience between House members from 

industrial and non-industrial states.  Presumably, political experience will be most highly valued 

in constituencies characterized by the industrial economies that required the attention of federal 

policy-makers as well as qualified officeholders in state and local offices.  To evaluate this 

claim, I created an indicator for House members representing industrial states.  Seven states (CT, 

IL, MA, NJ, NY, PA, RI) were in the upper quartile of manufacturing value per capita in every 

census year between 1870 and 1940.9  Thus, the indicator takes the value 1 for House members 

elected from these seven states, and 0 otherwise. 

The results in Table 5 contradict Hypothesis 3.  Pre-congressional professionalization, as 

measured by share of years spent in public office from age 25 to House entry, is greater in non-

industrial states.  The difference in means for both sets of matched subsamples is significant, but 

has the wrong sign.  Table A1, which contains results for my second dependent variable, does 

                                                 
9 The exception was IL, which missed in 1870.  The results do not change if one adds other states 

(DE, OH, SD) that appear frequently in the upper quartile of manufacturing value per capita. 
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provide evidence for Hypothesis 3.  Within the matched subsamples of House members from 

states adopting the Australian ballot and nominating primary, and its non-reform control group, 

those from industrial states do spend a greater share of time in public office.  The effect, 

however, is small – an increase of 3.4 percent.  Overall, there is little evidence to support the 

claim that industrialization played a major role in spurring pre-congressional professionalization. 

Finally, Hypothesis 4 captures one implication of institutionalization.  As Polsby (1968) 

argues, institutionalization made it more difficult to gain entry to the House.  What implications 

did this have for pre-congressional careers?  One implication is that would-be House candidates 

were caught in a holding pattern in districts where incumbents refused to relinquish their seats.  

Thus, some members might have acquired greater experience as a consequence of waiting for 

openings in their districts.  To test this possibility, I calculated the number of terms served by 

previous occupants of districts with new members.10  To simplify the analysis, I divided 

members into those elected from districts where the previous occupant stayed longer than two 

terms and districts where the previous occupant served two terms or fewer. 

 The differences reported in Table 5 between members waiting one or two terms and those 

waiting three terms or more indicate that institutionalization contributed to pre-congressional 

professionalization.  Those succeeding incumbents serving three terms or more spent between 

2.3 to 5.4 percent more of their pre-congressional years in public office.  As with Hypothesis 3, 

however, these effects are modest.  They explain just a small part of the startling increase in pre-

congressional professionalization during this period.  That said, the accumulation of experience 

at lower levels as a byproduct of longer House careers is consistent with an institutionalization 

process whereby the House became harder for outsiders to access. 

                                                 
10 Members representing newly created and at-large districts are excluded from this analysis. 
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 Overall, the results of these difference of means tests offer limited support for non-reform 

theories of pre-congressional professionalization.  Where their implications are corroborated, the 

effects are too small to explain a large share of the increase in professionalization.  It is worth 

adding that these alternative accounts also cannot readily explain the simultaneous increase in 

the tenure of U.S. senators, governors and big city mayors during this same period.  They also 

cannot account for equally sizeable upticks in the professionalization of careers leading to these 

and other high public offices (Kernell and MacKenzie 2010). 

 

Conclusion 

 Overall, the results described above confirm two notions that are at odds with much 

previous research on congressional careers.  First, they refute the claim that little change 

occurred in the prior political experiences of new House entrants between 1870 and 1944.  On 

the contrary, incoming representatives were spending more time in public office.  Second, 

electoral system reforms played a paramount role in the professionalization of pre-congressional 

careers during my period.  Other factors (both internal and external) notwithstanding, the 

implementation of the Australian ballot and nominating primary, accounts for a large proportion 

of the increase in the share of pre-congressional years spent in public office during my period. 

 The fundamental nature of these changes is illustrated by Figure 2.  Using information 

about House members’ dates of birth and death from the Senate Historian’s Office, I was able to 

place each member during each year of life.  The upper portion describes the political lifecycle 

of House members from non-reform settings.  For these members, public service accounted for a 

small proportion of life-years between ages 25 and 65.  Less than half had gotten their political 

start by age 37 and most were finished in politics by age 56.  Spells of private-sector activity 
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account for a good proportion of the pre-congressional phase, which included token amounts of 

public service.  This pattern describes well the late 19th century, pre-reform era where amateurs 

comprised a large share of the House’s membership. 

[Figure 2 about here] 

Compare this to the lower portion of Figure 2, which describes the lifecycle of House 

members from states implementing the Australian ballot and nominating primary.  The patterns 

here exhibit several hallmarks of professionalization.  House members are getting an earlier start 

to their political careers.  Private-sector spells still account for a decent proportion of the pre-

congressional phase.  Nonetheless, the biggest difference lies in the expanding portions of the 

lifespan devoted to public service in the pre-congressional and House phases.  In this sense, the 

onset of reform appears to be a major point of demarcation, separating the pre-modern era where 

the House was populated by novices from the modern era dominated by professional politicians. 

 Why are my findings different from those of previous studies?  One difference lies in 

how past studies measure pre-congressional experience versus the more comprehensive data 

assembled here.  Rather than rely on summary indicators that obscure much variation in prior 

political experiences, I assembled House members’ complete office-holding sequences.  Thus, I 

was able to measure the length and share of time spent in public office prior to entering the 

House.  A second difference, I believe, lies in the careful attention I give to changes in the 

population of House members during my period.  Changes in age, region and state profiles have 

the potential to obscure the effects of reform.  The matching procedures helped minimize 

differences in covariate distributions, ensuring that my assessments of the effects of reform are 

based on apples-to-apples rather than apples-to-oranges comparisons. 
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 Though my results are at odds with previous work on pre-congressional careers, they are 

consistent with studies emphasizing the effects of electoral system reforms in altering the 

electoral connection between House members and their constituents.  In doing so, they modified 

incentives for remaining in the chamber and engaging in committee work and other legislative 

activities (Katz and Sala 1996; Engstrom and Kernell 2005; Roberts 2009).  Did prior political 

experience influence members’ propensity to engage in legislative work, or their success in 

doing so?  This study has said little about the actual content of public service in the pre-

congressional phase.  Further research is needed to identify the connection, if any, between 

political experience and legislative entrepreneurship (Wawro 2000). 

   Finally, evidence for reform’s effects on pre-congressional professionalization sheds 

new light on old debates about the causes of careerism in the House.  It raises the distinct 

possibility that the increasing longevity of House service between 1870 and 1944 was not the 

local phenomenon driven by internal factors that theories of institutionalization would lead us to 

believe.  Instead, careerism inside the House might be another example of a more pervasive 

professionalization trend.  If so, then the effects of electoral system reforms in driving this 

change are likely underappreciated.  In reevaluating reform’s effects on the House career, the 

methodological approach employed here, which gave careful attention to changes in the 

population of incoming representatives, might prove to be instructive. 
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Table 1. 
Length and Type of Service by Career Phase 

   PRE-CONGRESSIONAL HOUSE POST-CONGRESSIONAL 

Office Era N Length Public Share Length Public Share Length Public Share 

House 1870-79 739 11.98 4.96 48.51 3.92 3.92 100 6.52 3.31 54.68 

 1880-89 637 12.71 5.54 50.81 4.43 4.43 100 6.98 4.04 60.22 

 1890-99 760 11.01 4.89 50.70 5.52 5.52 100 5.10 2.95 62.38 

 1900-09 506 12.00 5.85 57.11 6.54 6.54 100 6.12 3.68 64.67 

 1910-19 621 12.47 6.95 62.46 7.43 7.43 100 6.80 4.71 70.68 

 1920-29 458 13.46 7.86 62.21 7.77 7.77 100 5.80 4.14 71.26 

 1930-39 587 12.02 6.98 65.24 7.86 7.86 100 6.34 4.75 77.08 

 1940-44 288 11.39 7.45 71.78 8.75 8.75 100 7.01 5.06 72.45 

NOTE:  Career-years are apportioned into three phases: service acquired before reaching the House, the initial stint of House service, 
and service acquired after leaving the House for the first time.  In calculating the share of each phase spent in public office, I mark the 
pre-congressional phase as beginning with a member’s first recorded stint in public office.  I mark the post-congressional phase as 
beginning with the termination of a member’s first stint of House service and ending with the termination of a member’s last stint in 
public office.  Thus, it is possible for a member to have lengths of 0 for both pre- and post-congressional phases. 
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Table 2. 
Comparing Member Characteristics in Reform and Non-Reform Settings

   

Treatment = Australian Ballot 

 Before Matching After Matching 

Treated Control Mean 
Diff.a 

KSb    
p-value

Treated Control Mean 
Diff.a 

KSb    
p-value

   
Age at Entry 47.07 45.69 15.48 0.001 47.07 47.04 0.39 0.989
College 0.65 0.64 1.14 0.780 0.65 0.65 -0.26 0.782
Republican 0.55 0.47 16.34 0.000 0.55 0.55 0.00 1.000
State Party 
Advantage 

54.46 55.75 -11.12 0.000 54.46 54.44 0.20 0.313

South 0.14 0.24 -28.95 0.000 0.14 0.14 0.00 1.000
Year State 
Admitted 

1808.80 1800.80 21.58 0.000 1808.80 1808.70 0.26 0.822

   
   

Treatment = Australian Ballot + Nominating Primary 

 Before Matching After Matching 

Treated Control Mean 
Diff. a 

KSb    
p-value

Treated Control Mean 
Diff.a 

KSb    
p-value

   
Age at Entry 47.53 45.69 19.76 0.000 47.53 47.47 0.60 0.840
College 0.80 0.64 38.47 0.000 0.80 0.79 1.53 0.340
Republican 0.48 0.47 2.55 0.445 0.48 0.48 0.41 0.180
State Party 
Advantage 

57.22 55.75 10.29 0.000 57.22 57.14 0.54 0.507

South 0.18 0.24 -15.78 0.000 0.18 0.18 0.00 1.000
Year State 
Admitted 

1812.70 1800.80 31.32 0.000 1812.70 1812.60 0.33 0.134

   
a Figures in the Mean Diff. columns are standardized differences between treatment and control 
observations multiplied by 100 – i.e., 100 times the mean difference between treatment and 
control units divided by the standard deviation of the treatment observations. 
b Figures in the KS p-value columns are bootstrapped p-values from Kolmogorov-Smirnov 
tests, which test for differences across entire distributions.  For categorical variables, this is 
equivalent to a t-test of difference of means.  These results do not change if one instead uses a t-
test of differences of means instead of a KS test.  That is, where the distributions of samples are 
statistically different, their means are also statistically different.  Where the distributions are not 
statistically different, neither are their means. 
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Table 3. 

Average Effects of Electoral System Reforms 
   

Treatment = Australian Ballot 

 % Years Spent in Public Office from 
Age 25 to House Entry 

% Years Spent in Public Office from 
Political Start to House Entry 

 
Estimate 18.80 28.33 
S.E. 1.29 1.86 
p-value .000 .000 
Original N 3106 3106 
Orig. Treat. N 804 804 
Matched N 804 804 
 
 
 

Treatment = Australian Ballot + Nominating Primary 

 % Years Spent in Public Office from 
Age 25 to House Entry 

% Years Spent in Public Office from 
Political Start to House Entry 

 
Estimate 27.55 42.68 
S.E. 1.14 1.47 
p-value .000 .000 
Original N 3764 3764 
Orig. Treat. N 1462 1462 
Matched N 1462 1462 
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Table 4. 

Effects of Electoral System Reforms on Pre-Congressional Careers 
     

 (1)  (2)  (3)  (4)  

     
Ballot 18.80

(1.05)
***  28.33

(1.52)
***  

Ballot + Primary  27.57
(0.83)

***  42.72
(1.07)

*** 

Age at Entry -0.43
(0.06)

*** -0.31
(0.05)

*** -0.53
(0.09)

*** -0.50
(0.06)

*** 

College -3.20
(1.13)

*** -1.91
(1.06)

* -7.18
(1.63)

*** -3.41
(1.37)

** 

Republican -0.75
(1.15)

 2.67
(0.93)

*** -1.27
(1.66)

 3.03
(1.20)

** 

South 4.64
(2.04)

** 1.06
(1.95)

 2.13
(2.96)

 -1.78
(2.52)

 

State Party Advantage 0.13
(0.06)

** 0.09
(0.05)

* 0.17
(0.09)

** 0.09
(0.06)

 

Year State Admitted 0.01
(0.01)

 -0.00
(0.01)

 -0.03
(0.02)

 -0.03
(0.01)

** 

     
Constant 6.15

(26.75)
 26.17

(20.25)
 92.81

(38.69)
** 104.35

(26.15)
*** 

     
Adj. R2 0.20  0.28  0.20  0.36  
N 1608 2924  1608  2924  
     

Note:  Numbers are OLS coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.  Dependent variable is 
share of years spent in public office from age 25 to House entry in columns (1) and (2).  
Dependent variable is share of years spent in public office from political start to House entry in 
columns (3) and (4).   
* p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01. 
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Table 5. 

Testing Competing Explanations for Pre-Congressional Professionalization 
   

 Treatment = Australian Ballot Treatment = Ballot + Nominating Primary 

 Obs Mean Diff. / (S.E.) Sig. Obs Mean Diff. Sig. 

Hyp. 2:  Party Competition   

Northern Dems. pre-1896 224 24.37 1.31 / (1.72)  264 21.43 -3.51 / (1.74) ** 
Northern Reps. pre-1896 433 23.06  444 24.95  
   
Northern Dems. post-1896 298 23.44 1.03 / (1.84)  738 26.94 -2.78 / (1.32) ** 
Northern Reps. post-1896 431 22.41  956 29.72  
   
Southern Dems. pre-1896 98 28.05 -6.70 / (6.14)  132 20.95 -0.68 / (7.53)  
Southern Reps. pre-1896 16 34.75  6 21.63  
   
Southern Dems. post-1896 100 35.84 23.75 / (8.46) *** 379 33.17 4.96 / (8.36)  
Southern Reps. post-1896 14 12.10  15 28.21  
   

Hyp. 3:  Industrialization   

Non-Industrial States 1029 25.96 4.70 / (1.22) *** 2005 28.06 1.50 / (1.05) * 
Industrial States 585 21.26  929 26.55  
   

Hyp. 4:  Institutionalization   

One- to Two-Term Wait 940 23.49 -2.34 / (1.27) ** 1406 24.97 -5.36 / (1.01) *** 
Three-Term Wait or More 559 25.83  1340 30.33  
   

Note:  Numbers in “Diff. / (S.E.)” columns are mean differences with standard errors in parentheses.  Dependent variable is share of 
years spent in public office from age 25 to House entry.  Two-group t-tests were conducted for pairs in the left-hand column. 

* p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01. 
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Figure 1. 
Empirical Q-Q Plots of “State Party Advantage”  

Before and After Matching 
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Appendix                                                                    Table A1. 
Testing Competing Explanations for Pre-Congressional Professionalization 

   

 Treatment = Australian Ballot Treatment = Ballot + Nominating Primary 

 Obs Mean Diff. / (S.E.) Sig. Obs Mean Diff. Sig. 

Hyp. 2:  Party Competition   

Northern Dems. pre-1896 224 41.93 2.79 / (2.64)  264 31.68 -6.99 / (2.42) *** 
Northern Reps. pre-1896 433 39.14  444 38.67  
   
Northern Dems. post-1896 298 38.61 0.81 / (2.67)  738 44.28 -2.03 / (1.83)  
Northern Reps. post-1896 431 37.81  956 46.31  
   
Southern Dems. pre-1896 98 46.89 0.06 / (8.98)  132 36.67 7.23 / (13.44)  
Southern Reps. pre-1896 16 46.83  6 29.44  
   
Southern Dems. post-1896 100 48.13 29.21 / (10.48) *** 379 46.03 3.57 / (10.30)  
Southern Reps. post-1896 14 18.92  15 42.46  
   

Hyp. 3:  Industrialization   

Non-Industrial States 1029 40.77 2.11 / (1.77)  2005 41.73 -3.38 / (1.44) *** 
Industrial States 585 38.65  929 45.11  
   

Hyp. 4:  Institutionalization   

One- to Two-Term Wait 940 39.76 -0.56 / (1.83)  1406 40.07 -5.76 / (1.38) *** 
Three-Term Wait or More 559 40.32  1340 45.83  
   

Note:  Numbers in “Diff. / (S.E.)” columns are mean differences with standard errors in parentheses.  Dependent variable is share of 
years spent in public office from political start to House entry.  Two-group t-tests were conducted for pairs in the left-hand column. 

* p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01. 
 


