Chapter 2

Democratic Campaigners: How
Congressional Candidates Emphasize
Issues of Democracy in Contemporary

American Elections
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Figure 2.1: Democracy issue emphasis by congressional district, 2024.

This map plots congressional districts from the 119th Congress, as used in the 2024 elections. Districts are
shaded based on whether the Democratic congressional candidate in the general election included a campaign
website issue section on democracy issues (Yes/No), and whether they ran as an Incumbent or Challenger
candidate. Insets display the districts in Los Angeles, Dallas, Houston, Chicago, and New York City.
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Sam Eppler (TX-24) A

Voting Rights and Gerrymandering N

= | support restoring the Voting Rights Act and ending extreme partisan gerrymandering on both sides, In both “Blue” and
"Red" states.

« | support making Election Day a federal holiday in order to make voting accessible for all American citizens.

Rep. Chris DeLuzio (PA-17) B C

Cur democracy is in peril. From limitless corporate money
running through our political system, the January 6
insurrection at the Capitol, Republican voter suppression

L]
Defend I ng efforts in Harrisburg and across the country, and

gerrymandered maps that serve politicians instead of the

Democracy people - we need bald action to protect and strengthen our

democracy.

4 ™

Chris is deeply committed to
Chris is deeply committed to defending cur democracy and

defending our democracy and freedom to vote, going back to the cath of office he first
freedom to vote, and believes that we took as a 17-year old at the Maval Academy in Annapolis,
throwgh his work at Pitt Cyber and the Brennan Center to
defend our voting rights and elections, He supports
strengthen American democracy. legislation like the John Lewls Violing Rights Advancement
Act and the Freedom to Vote Act, and he knows we need to
overturn the Supreme Court’s disastrous ruling in Citizens
United that opened the deor to limitless corporate money in

need bold action to protect and

politics. Chris believes we're all sarved better by impartial
1

and fair maps, not gerrymanderaed ones. He won't shy from a

fight with those on the radical right who would attack our
.8 _}I freedoms and throw out our elections in exchange for power.

Figure 2.2: Examples of democracy issue framing in the 2024 general election.

Panel A displays the democracy issue section from the website of Sam Eppler, a challenger candidate who
ran in TX-24. Panels B and C display the democracy issue section (both the top-line page and detailed
page) from the website of Representative Chris DeLuzio (PA-17).
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Figure 2.3: Democracy issue emphasis over time, 2018-2024.

This figure shows the percentage of Democratic congressional candidates with democracy issue pages on their
campaign websites across the 2018-2024 general elections. The solid line represents general issue sections
on democracy issues, while the dashed line represents candidates who explicitly used the term "democracy"
when discussing these issues.
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the issue rose to an extreme level of public salience, and (2) how have these determinants
changed across the last few electoral cycles?

I first focus on the 2024 election, running a series of logistic regressions with a binary
outcome of Democracy: did the candidate include a section on their issue page devoted to
electoral reform, voting rights, campaign finance, or democracy generally? My model is

generally specified with the following functional form:

Pr(Democracy; = 1) = logit ' (c; + P; + D; + C; + €;) (2.1)

Equation 2.1 estimates the likelihood that a given candidate ¢ will include a democracy-
adjacent issue on their 2024 campaign website, predicted by (1) a vector of the district’s
partisanship and competitiveness P;, which accounts for Democratic Party voteshare in 2022,
whether it was coded as a 2024 battleground district by Ballotpedia, and a dummy reflecting
whether the state went to Trump in each election from 2016, 2020, and 2024 elections;
(2) the district’s demographics D;, via the percentage of the population that is Black, the
median income, and the median age; and (3) a vector of candidate-level covariates, Cj,
which include gender, CF Score, and incumbency status. In a series of interactive models,
I examine the heterogeneous effects of incumbency on these other district- and candidate-
level characteristics, exploring how incumbent and challenger candidates differ in their issue
emphasis. I also estimate models with a second binary dependent variable, focusing on the
framing of these issues. DemocracyProtector is coded as 1 if a candidate both (a) scores a 1
on Democracy, and (b) explicitly used the word “democracy” to describe the issue, either in
the issue header or text.

Next, I use my panel data to study the emphasis on this issue across the 2018-2024 general
elections. The methodological approach is relatively similar to that of 2024, including an

election-level fixed effect E;, and is specified in Equation 2.2:

Pr(Democracy; = 1) = logit ' (a; + P; + D; + C; + E; + ;) (2.2)

As above, I also specify several triple-interaction models, examining differences in the

relationship between district characteristics and issue emphasis between incumbent and chal-
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Table 2.3: OLS results for democracy indicators from the 2024 ANES.

Dependent variable:

Democratic Importance Democratic Trust
(1) (2) 3) (4)
White 0.047*** 0.055*** 0.030*** 0.055***
(0.006) (0.007) (0.006) (0.008)
Male 0.028*** 0.008 0.015** 0.031***
(0.005) (0.007) (0.006) (0.007)
Party ID (7 Point)  0.016™** —0.002 0.054*** 0.021***
(0.001) (0.004) (0.001) (0.004)
Education 0.024*** 0.028*** 0.019*** 0.029***
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Income 0.015*** 0.016*** 0.005* 0.008*
(0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003)
Age 0.001*** 0.001** 0.001*** 0.001***
(0.0001) (0.0002) (0.0002) (0.0002)
Trump State 0.006 —0.00002 0.004 —0.016*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.006) (0.008)
Constant 0.485*** 0.608*** 0.129*** 0.272%**
(0.015) (0.031) (0.017) (0.034)
Observations 2,980 1,580 2,980 1,580
R? 0.171 0.158 0.424 0.144

Notes: This table reports OLS results across two indicators of democ-
racy: democratic importance, and democratic trust. The unit of analysis
is an individual respondent in the 2024 ANES. Models 1 and 3 include
all respondents, while Models 2 and 4 are restricted to Democratic re-
spondents. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; **p<0.001
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when regressed over time, I find evidence of two trends. First, progressive incumbents have
typically been more likely to emphasize this issue than moderates. Second, this relationship
was marginally stronger at the p < 0.1 level among challengers in 2020 and incumbents in
2022. Why would candidate ideology shape issue emphasis to a greater degree in these elec-
tions? One possible explanation is control over the majority. In 2018 and 2024, Democratic
candidates were running in the minority party, seeking to win back the House. Running as
the challenger party potentially provided candidates across the ideological spectrum with
greater leverage to talk about threats to democracy from the Republican majority, a claim
that becomes harder to sustain when controlling Congress or the presidency. While running
in the majority in 2020 and 2022, on the other hand, more moderate candidates may have
seen less pressure or incentives to emphasize democratic threats and reforms over other policy

issues, thus strengthening the association between candidate ideology and issue emphasis.

Are Democratic Champions More Oppositional in Congress?

Is this issue emphasis merely position-taking, or do the Democratic candidates who em-
phasize democracy issues during the campaign exhibit any behavioral differences from their
colleagues? Using data on roll call votes from the first year of the 119th Congress, I examine
whether candidates who (1) won their general election in 2024, and (2) presented themselves
as democracy’s defenders have been less likely to vote alongside Republicans. If this framing
is merely campaign rhetoric, I would expect no substantive effects on legislative behavior.
However, if democratic champions do hold genuine beliefs that their Republican colleagues
are a threat to democracy, or alternatively, want to maintain that branding among their
voters outside of the campaign or across multiple campaigns, I expect that they may be less
willing to work with Republicans in Congress. Generally, I expect that Democrats who vote
against their party will be more conservative, and more likely to hail from battleground dis-

tricts. However, if campaign issue emphasis has longer legs, I expect that being a democratic
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