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Abstract
We investigate why professionalized legislators hold more accurate beliefs about their constituents’ preferences. We identify three potential sources for the professionalism advantage
that correspond to the three periods of legislators’ careers: running for office, serving in
office, and leaving office. We derive an empirical model that allows us to decompose how
much of the professionalism advantage can be attributed to each of the three sources we
discuss. We will conduct our analysis using data from the 2014 National Candidate Survey,
which gives candidates’ perceptions of public opinion (Broockman and Skovron 2018).

Motivation
The quality of substantive representation depends, in part, on legislators’ abilities to represent the preferences of their voters in the policymaking process (Pitkin 1967, Mansbridge
2003). For this reason the discipline has adopted ideological congruence as a normative
benchmark by which to asses the quality of representation (e.g., Lax and Phillips 2009,
2012). A vital part of being able to act on constituents’ wishes is first knowing what those
wishes are (Miller and Stokes 1963, Verba and Nie 1972). Further, learning constituent
opinion, at least in some circumstances, causes legislators to be more likely to act in accordance with voters’ preferences (Butler and Nickerson 2011). Our study is interested in
understanding why professional legislatures have higher quality incumbents. While there are
many features of being a high quality incumbent, we focus on legislators ability to correctly
perceive public opinion in their district. We focus on this aspect because of the importance
of ideological congruence for representation.
Despite the importance of knowing voters’ preferences, Broockman and Skovron (2018)
find that legislators consistently misperceive public opinion in their district. They also find
that legislative professionalism attenuates legislators’ misperceptions of district opinion. In
other words, there is a professionalism advantage to knowing the district’s opinion. Why do
legislators from professional legislatures know public opinion in their district better?
We explore three sources that might explain why professional legislators better know their
constituents’ opinions. First, higher quality candidates may be more likely to run for office in
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professionalized legislatures because it is a more attractive position. Second, the higher level
of resources in professional legislatures may foster quality in legislators by allowing them to
focus more on the job. Third, professionalized legislatures may be able to retain legislators
longer because of the relative attractiveness of the position. Politicians in professionalized
legislatures may simply be less likely to seek higher office or otherwise retire, such that more
professionalized legislatures may be more likely to retain incumbent representatives (who
more accurately district opinion) than less professionalized legislatures.

Research Question
What drives the professionalism advantage? The attraction of quality candidates, the fostering of incumbents in office, the retention of incumbents, or some combination of these three
sources? We test how much each of these sources contribute to the observed professionalism
advantage.

Hypotheses about the Professionalism Advantage
Professionalism, which describes the resources that are available to state legislators, is typically measured using the Squire Index (Squire 1992, 2007). The Squire Index weights each
of three components – salary, legislative staff, and days in session – equally. We use the
Squire Index as opposed to the individual components because all three components should
have effects that move in the same direction.1 The Squire Index ranges from 0 to 1, with 1
indicating that the legislature perfectly resembles the professionalism of the United States
Congress and 0 indicating no resemblance. The measure thus captures the degree to which
the state legislature looks like Congress versus a “citizen” legislature that is a part-time position with few resources. We test three sources for the professionalism advantage: Attracting
high quality candidates, fostering quality on the job, and retaining incumbents.
First, professional legislatures are more likely to attract higher quality candidates. A
variety of studies have shown that candidates use a cost-benefit analysis when they decide
whether to run for office (Schlesinger 1966; Black 1972; Rohde 1979). Serving in a professional legislature is more attractive because it offers a higher salary and more resources in
the form of staff and longer sessions. Individuals who are likely to be high quality legislators,
are likely to also have attractive job opportunities outside of the legislature (Fiorina 1994).
If the legislator job is not attractive, these high quality individuals will not run for office. In
sum, greater professionalism will lead higher quality candidates to run for office.
Second, legislative professionalism may affect the degree to which legislators develop
quality while in office. The higher salary means that they do not need a second job to
financially support themselves so they can focus on legislating and working on behalf of their
constituents (Fiorina 1994). Similarly, professional legislatures have longer sessions, which
means they spend more time focusing on their job. Further, having more staff to whom they
can delegate routine tasks, frees up time for legislators to engage with their constituents.
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For example, higher salary increase the relative attractiveness of a legislative position as does having
more staff members to whom a legislator can delegate undesirable parts of the job.
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Spending more time on the job and focusing more on constituents should advantage these
legislators in learning about their constituents’ preferences. This advantage should grow the
longer that legislators are in office. With the passage of time, legislators should gain more
knowledge and get better at learning about constituents opinion. This learning over time
should occur for all legislators. The key point is that the return for an additional year in
office may be greater for those who are serving in a more professional legislature because of
the disparity in resources.
Third, more professional legislatures may retain their incumbents for longer because they
are a more attractive place to serve. These legislatures do not have to run for higher office
to get a position with prestige. Serving in a professional legislature is also a financially
sustainable career option because it provides sufficient income to legislators. Note that this
assumes that time in office has a positive impact on legislator quality.
These features of professionalism can affect the quality of the incumbents serving in office.
At the most basic level, it can affect legislators at all three parts of their legislative career.
It can affect who runs for office, it can affect how they improve over time while in office, and
it can affect when they leave office. These three stages correspond to the three sources we
test as laid out in the following hypotheses.
Attracting Quality Hypothesis: Professional legislatures attract candidates who
are of higher quality.
Fostering Quality Hypothesis: Resources allow incumbents to increase in quality
over time. Legislators with more resources increase in quality more quickly.
Retaining Incumbents Hypothesis: Professional legislatures are more likely to
retain incumbents because it is a more attractive position.

Measurement
In order to carry out the empirical tests we will use data from the 2014 National Candidate
Survey (Broockman and Skovron 2018). In that survey, candidates (both incumbents and
first-time candidates) were asked for their perceptions of public opinion in their district.
Broockman and Skovron (2018) compare the survey answers to actual district opinion to
measure which legislators better know their constituents’ preferences. They study seven
topics covering abortion rights, gun rights, religious exemptions for birth control under the
Affordable Care Act, policies for undocumented immigrants, and same-sex marriage.
We study the legislators’ knowledge of their districts’ opinion. This is measured as the
distance between district opinion and the legislator’s perception of district opinion. We use
the average distance across the seven issues in the survey as our dependent variable. We refer
to this as the knowledge gap. Equation 1 gives the formula for calculating the knowledge
gap with i indexing the candidate and j indexing the issue:

Knowledge gapi =

Σnj=1 (|Perceived district opinionij − Actual district opinionij |)
n

(1)
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We use the Squire Index to measure legislative professionalism. The Squire Index weights
each of the three legislative components – salary, legislative staff, and days in session – equally
(Squire 1992, 2007). The Squire Index ranges from 0 to 1, with 1 perfectly resembling the
professionalism of the United States Congress and 0 representing no resemblance.

Decomposing the Professionalism Advantage into Its Component Parts
In this section we derive an empirical model that allows us to identify how much the three
sources we identified above contribute to the professionalism advantage. Our decomposition
approach is similar to the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition model. For the decomposition
we will deal with two groups based on the level of professionalism in the legislature: high
professionalism and low professionalism. We estimate the following regression separately for
each group where the subscript g indexes the group (high versus low professionalism) and i
indexes the legislator:
KGgi = αg + βg Yearsgi + εgi

(2)

In this equation αg gives the knowledge gap for someone who has served 0 years. In other
words, this gives the knowledge gap for non-incumbent candidates, which directly relates to
the attracting quality hypothesis. Similarly, βg indicates how much each additional year of
service in the legislature affects the knowledge gap, which directly relates to the fostering
quality hypothesis. Finally, Y earsgi gives the number of years that each legislator has served,
which relates to the retaining incumbents hypothesis.2 We look at these three hypotheses
by using a decomposition approach that allows us to see how much of the professionalism
advantage in knowledge can be attributed to each of these three sources. The next step in
our decomposition approach, Equation 3, follows directly from Equation 2 where the bar
over the variables indicates the average value of the variable for group g:
KGg = αg + βg Yearsg

(3)

We use this information to decompose the professionalism advantage in the knowledge
gap. The professionalism advantage is simply the difference between the average level of
knowledge in the low professionalism states versus the high professionalism states, i.e.,
Professionalism Advantage = KGL − KGH . If the high professionalism states have a smaller
knowledge gap as Broockman and Skovron find (2018), then the Professionalism Advantage
will take a positive value. Equation 4 then uses Equation 3 as a starting point to decompose
the professionalism advantage into the three factors.
2

This is equal to the days between entering the legislature and October 15, 2014 (the time of the survey),
divided by 365.
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Professionalism Advantage =
KGL − KGH = (αL + βL YearsL ) − (αH + βH YearsH )
= (αL − αH ) + βL YearsL − βH YearsH
= (αL − αH ) + βL YearsL − βH YearsH + (βL YearsH − βL YearsH )
= (αL − αH ) + (βL YearsH − βH YearsH ) + (βL YearsL − βL YearsH )
= (αL − αH ) + (βL − βH )YearsH + βL (YearsL − YearsH )
(4)
Line of 1 of Equation 4 follows directly from Equation 3. The second line simply rearranges the terms. The third line of Equation 4 adds and subtracts the exact same term
(βH YearsL )) from the right hand side of the equation. The fourth line simple rearranges
terms. The final line of Equation 4 pulls the common terms out. This final line identifies
the three sources of the professionalism advantage that we are testing.
Attracting Quality: The quantity (αL − αH ) gives the knowledge gap among the
non-incumbent candidates running for office. If professional legislatures attract
higher quality candidates than αH < αL .
Fostering Quality: The quantity (βL − βH )YearsH gives the amount of the professionalism advantage that is explained by the differences in the returns to years
in office. If incumbents increase their knowledge while in office, then the coefficient β should be negative (because the knowledge gap would decrease with
years of experience). If high professionalism legislatures are better at fostering
quality in incumbents, then the knowledge gap should decrease faster with years
of experience in the higher professionalism states (i.e., βH < βL ). Multiplying
this by the average number of years served in low professionalism legislatures,
gives the amount of the professionalism advantage that is attributable to high
professionalism states fostering quality more quickly among incumbents.
Retaining Incumbents: The quantity βL (YearsL − YearsH ) gives the amount of
the professionalism advantage that is explained by the differences in how long
incumbents serve in high professionalism states relative to low professionalism
states (i.e., YearsL − YearsH ). If high professionalism states are better able to
retain incumbents, then YearsH > YearsL .

Main Empirical Test: Implementing the Decomposition
We will analyze the data from Broockman and Skovron (2018). We will divide the sample
into two groups based on the level of professionalism using the same cutoff between high and
low professional legislatures as Broockman and Skovron (2018), which is Squire Index = 0.2.
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We will run a regression corresponding to Equation 2 for each of the two groups. We will
then use the information from that regression to carry out the decomposition given by Equation 4. This will tell us how much each of the three sources contributes to the professionalism
advantage. We can see if they all equally contribute or if one of the three mechanisms is
a stronger contributor. The decomposition will be the primary test for understanding how
these mechanisms contribute to the professionalism advantage.

Additional Tests
In addition to the decomposition, we will conduct tests on each of the three sources individually.

Empirical Test 2: Attracting Quality
We will look at the Attracting Quality Hypothesis on its own by estimating a regression that
includes only the non-incumbent candidates. The dependent variable will be the knowledge
gap of the candidate. The primary independent variable will be the Squire Index (as a
continuous variable). If the Attracting Quality Hypothesis is correct, the coefficient on the
Squire Index will be negative, meaning that candidates who run for seats in a professional
legislature have smaller knowledge gaps (more knowledge accuracy) than candidates who
run for seats in less professional legislatures. We include the controls used in Broockman
and Skovron (2018).
Sample: Non-incumbent candidates
Dependent Variable: Knowledge gap
Primary Independent Variable: Squire Index
Prediction: Negative coefficient on the Squire Index
Control variables: Competitiveness, Split party control state, Unified Republican
state, Upper chamber, Male, Number of Polls, Hispanic, African American, Age,
Republican.

Empirical Test 3: Fostering Quality
We will test the Fostering Quality Hypothesis by restricting the sample to sitting state
legislators. The dependent variable will be the knowledge gap. The primary independent
variables will be the Squire Index, the years in office, and an interaction between the two.
If the Fostering Quality Hypothesis is correct, the coefficient on the interaction term should
be negative, meaning that time in office does more to decrease the knowledge gap for higher
professionalism legislatures. We include the controls used in Broockman and Skovron (2018).
Sample: Incumbent candidates
Dependent Variable: Knowledge gap
Primary Independent Variables: Squire Index, Years in office, and Squire Index*Years in office
Prediction: Negative coefficient on Squire Index*Years in office
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Control variables: Competitiveness, Split party control state, Unified Republican
state, Upper chamber, Male, Number of Polls, Hispanic, African American, Age,
Republican.

Empirical Test 4: Retaining Incumbents
The final test will look at whether incumbents are more likely to stay in office in higher
professionalism states. We will test this by creating a new dependent variable for whether
or not the legislator is in office on August 1, 2018. This will be a dummy variable that is
coded as 1 for everyone who is in office on August 1, 2018, and 0 otherwise. The sample will
be all incumbents in the dataset and also the first time candidates who won in 2014.
We will use the Squire Index as the main independent variable. If incumbents in more
professional states are more likely to stay in office, then we should observe a negative coefficient on the the Squire Index. We include the controls used in Broockman and Skovron
(2018) and will also control for years of service at the time of the 2014 survey.
Sample: Incumbent candidates and first time candidates who won in 2014
Dependent Variable: In office in 2018
Primary Independent Variables: Squire Index
Prediction: Negative coefficient on Squire Index
Control variables: Competitiveness, Split party control state, Unified Republican
state, Upper chamber, Male, Number of Polls, Hispanic, African American, Age,
Republican, Years of Service at time of 2014 survey, Incumbent Candidate in
2014.
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