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Do Local Roots Impact Washington Behaviors? District Connections
and Representation in the U.S. Congress
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Although commentators often point to the political value of legislators’ geographic ties, less is known
about the influence of such connections once in office. Given recent scholarship underscoring the
importance of geography as a dimension of identity, we argue that local legislators should behave as

descriptive representatives.We collect the hometowns of all members ofCongresswith knownbirth locations
from 1789 to 2020 to analyze how being born near one’s district impacts legislator behavior. We connect
these data to information on a series of behaviors, finding that local legislators emphasize constituencywork
over policymaking and party-building. Moreover, while local legislators do not demonstrate substantively
less partisan unity in roll-call voting, they attract a higher percentage of out-party cosponsors to their bills.
Together, our results point to important representational implications regarding the geographic roots of
legislators and the role of local connections in the contemporary Congress.

INTRODUCTION

I n 2022, Representative John Katko (NY-24) was
ranked the third most bipartisan member of the
U.S. House and the most bipartisan member of the

NewYork congressional delegation based on his cospon-
sorship behavior.1 In explaining his commitment to bipar-
tisanship amid an increasingly partisan environment,
Rep. Katko pointed directly to his commitment to the
community he represents, stating “My work across party
lines has been deliberate and a point of pride throughout
my career…Since coming to Congress, I have aimed to
make Congress work again and deliver meaningful
results for Central NewYork.”2 A self-described “Camil-
lus, NY native,” born in the district he now serves,3 Rep.
Katko is a prime example of a legislator with local roots: a
legislator with deep geographic connections to their dis-
trict. At least based on Katko’s telling, such roots can be
quite influential over a legislator’s priorities.
Beyond just passing speech, however, both classic

and recent political science research suggest that local
connections serve asmore thanmere campaign slogans.
According to Fenno (1977, 899), for example, legisla-
tors emphasize a wide variety of personal traits—
including geographic roots—in an effort to convey “a

sense of identification” with one’s constituents, and to
emphasize that “[y]ou can trust me because we are like
one another.” More recently, Hunt (2022) provides
evidence consistent with the idea that local connections
can be thought of as a form of descriptive representa-
tion, by which members and constituents have a shared
place-based identity. Much like other descriptive con-
nections, these local, geographic identities may bolster
trust and understanding between a representative and
her constituents.

But while such scholarship has investigated the elec-
toral and communications consequences of local repu-
tation (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2000;
Fenno 1978; Hunt 2020a; 2022; Kaslovsky 2022), sur-
prisingly little remains known regarding the behavioral
implications of local roots when in office.A legislator’s
connection to their district lies at the core of the legis-
lator–constituent relationship; indeed, the framers of
the U.S. Constitution themselves designed Congress in
such a way as to build upon voters’ sympathies for
geographic units (e.g., Federalist No. 17). Moreover,
previous scholarship underscores numerous in-office
behavioral patterns that ought to distinguish descrip-
tive representatives from their nondescriptive counter-
parts. If local-roots legislators do experience the
constituency relationship differently than their nonlo-
cal counterparts, such differences may well redound to
their time in office.

Despite the many reasons why such geographic link-
ages might influence legislative behavior, members of
Congress today operate within an environment distinct
in many ways from the “textbook Congress” con-
fronted by Fenno. In addition to growing ever more
polarized over time, Congress has become engulfed in
tightly matched contests over majority control of both
the House and the Senate (Lee 2016)—generating
pressure for members to commit more resources to
partisan fundraising (Heberlig and Larson 2012) and
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greater effort to messaging. At the same time, scholars
have argued that American politics has nationalized
(Grumbach 2022; Hopkins 2018), pulling policymaking
efforts and legislator attention farther and farther away
from local concerns.
In this article, we therefore investigate whether local-

roots legislators maintain differences in priorities today
and whether and to what extent the “textbook” Con-
gress actually resembled other periods in congressional
history. More specifically, we ask: (1) Are local legis-
lators empowered to focus more on policy matters due
to their locally based electoral advantages, or do they
focus more on helping their communities with local,
constituent work as descriptive representatives?
(2) Can local roots “release” legislators today—or have
they in the past—from partisan pressure in their legis-
lative behavior? To answer these questions, we lever-
age a new dataset of 11,016 members of Congress with
known birth locations (1789–2020) to investigate pat-
terns in how far a legislator was born from their district
over time. We combine these data with information on
legislator “type” and staff investments from 1993
forward to investigate how local legislators balance
partisan considerations relative to policy- and
constituent-oriented activities. Thereafter, we use data
from 1973 to 2020 to examine the impact of local roots
on roll-call voting and cosponsorship behavior.
Together, these data enable us to analyze the impact
of local roots via the broadest analysis of legislator
birthplace and its ramifications to date. Ultimately,
we find that local roots operate in a fashion consistent
with descriptive representation, leading legislators
toward more locally oriented and bipartisan pursuits,
rather than enabling them to act more partisan or
ideological. At the same time, however, both the num-
bers of such descriptive local representatives and the
influence of those local roots have appeared to abate
over time—from a high watermark in the early-1970s.
We proceed as follows. First, we detail how, if local

roots function as descriptive representation, local leg-
islators ought to behave differently from their nonlocal
counterparts. At the most basic level, while local con-
nections enable a legislator to get into—and stay in—
office more consistently, such legislators may feel obli-
gations to commit greater resources to constituency
service than their nonlocal counterparts. Thereafter,
we extend this logic to show how local legislators’
differential approaches to reelection and sense of iden-
tification and obligation encourage them to behave in a
less partisan fashion, and possibly even less policy-
focused fashion, than similar nonlocal legislators.
We next present a series of tests of these expecta-

tions. We first compare local and nonlocal legislators
using Bernhard and Sulkin’s (2018) data on legislative
style. After establishing that locally born legislators
are significantly least likely to adopt party-centric
styles, we use a within-district design to show that
although local legislators may enjoy greater baseline
connections with their constituents, they nevertheless
hire a higher percentage of constituency service staff
than do their nonlocal counterparts. Finally, we then
trace the logic of local and nonlocal difference

through to roll-call voting and cosponsorship, finding
that while local legislators do not exhibit substantively
different partisan unity in their roll-call voting, they
do attract a higher percentage of out-party cosponsors
to their bills.

Taken together, these results indicate that local
connections have important consequences for under-
standing legislator behavior, the power of parties, and
nationalization in American politics. In particular, we
agree with recent work that local roots constitute a
meaningful and under-explored dimension of descrip-
tive representation, which influences how legislators
spend scarce resources and focus their time. In fact,
our findings suggest that such legislators are uniquely
suited to bypass partisan pressures and work with
members across the aisle. And, despite the fact that
our longitudinal findings underscore a decline in geo-
graphic connections since the days of the “textbook
Congress,” they nevertheless indicate that Congress
remains a surprisingly local institution. Finally,
although this study focuses on the U.S. Congress, the
results speak to a core aspect of representation: the
need for members to balance partisan, local, and
policy pressures, particularly in systems with geo-
graphic districts.

LOCAL ROOTS AS DESCRIPTIVE
REPRESENTATION

The clear importance of local roots to representation is
underscored by the long-standing interest that political
strategists and scholars have shown in the topic. Among
the earliest treatments is also among the most famous:
in his classic work, Key (1949) describes a “friends-and-
neighbors” effect among voters whereby voters appear
to favor candidates from their local area, even when
such candidates may not share the voters’ policy pref-
erences. This effect, Key laments, overwhelms the
accountability link between the elector and the elected,
enabling representatives to behave in a manner other-
wise unacceptable to the voter.

Later, Fenno (1978) expanded on the “friends and
neighbors” effect by exploring the intersection of local
roots with how members’ present themselves to the
constituency. In addition to conveying qualifications,
Fenno (1978) suggests that members attempt to convey
a sense of identification and empathy with their con-
stituents. Giving the impression that “I am one of you,”
empathy has the goal of projecting the image that “I
understand your situation and care about it” (Fenno
1977, 899). Personal contact specifically builds trust
between the constituent and the legislator, and Fenno
(1977, 888) reports that he often found himself “fash-
ioning a highly subjective ‘at homeness index’ to rank
the degree to which each congressman seems to have
support from and rapport with each group.”According
to Fenno, this identification indeed provides voting
“leeway” in Washington.

We believe that classic accounts like Key’s and Fen-
no’s, as well as several more recent lines of research,
provide reason to believe that local roots constitute an
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important dimension of descriptive representation in
U.S. politics. Indeed, more than a cliched line in a
legislator bio or first line of a campaign ad, local-roots
legislators may see themselves as standing in for the
perspectives and experiences of people from their geo-
graphic units. Moreover, from the voter’s perspective,
both the “friends and neighbors” effect and the
“empathy” that Fenno underscores are consistent with
voters’ conceiving of local roots as a dimension of
descriptive representation. As Mansbridge (1999)
explains, descriptive representation “forge[s] bonds of
trust” and enhances the “feeling of inclusion.” And, as
Bianco (1994) argues, identification with one’s repre-
sentative fosters the belief that the representative
shares the values of the constituent.
Empirical research has borne out the prediction that

descriptive representation encourages political trust, at
least under certain conditions, for identities such as race
and gender (e.g., Bowen and Clark 2014; Gay 2002;
O’Brien and Piscopo 2019). However, in order for this
logic to fully extend to local-roots legislators, local roots
themselvesmust be considered a sort of identity to both
legislator and voter. Here, recent research on geo-
graphic roots provides quite suggestive evidence in
favor of geography-as-identity in politics. In her work
on rural resentment, Cramer (2016) provides compel-
ling evidence that place-based identities impact percep-
tions of relative power and resource allocation,
consequently increasing support for candidates who
play on these identities. In this context, geography
influences political participation in a way that is “com-
plex, many layered, and grounded in fundamental
identities,” shaping both trust in elected officials and
policy preferences (5). Munis (2022) extends this work
by creating a more general “place resentment” scale
related to place-based identity. Most recently, in the
most comprehensive work on local roots and legisla-
tures to date, Hunt (2020b, 347–8) argues that “local
roots offer legislators significantly more opportunities
to personally relate to constituents of all partisan per-
suasions, based on a shared, distinctly local identity that
cross-cuts partisanship…” Taken together, several
scholars have concluded that geographic identification
does indeed constitute a meaningful and consequential
identity in politics (Campbell et al. 2019).
If this depiction is correct, it entails a broad series of

implications for members of Congress and their
approach to representation—both within elections
and in the behaviors occurring thereafter. To date,
scholarship has focused almost entirely on the electoral
implications of local roots. Scholars have demon-
strated, for example, that presidential candidates pos-
sess an advantage in their home states (Lewis-Beck and
Rice 1983), that governors with local connections pro-
vide significant coattail effects (Meredith 2013), and
that candidate-county ties boost turnout in both pri-
mary (Panagopoulos, Leighley, and Hamel 2017) and
general elections (Panagopoulos and Bailey 2020). In
Congress specifically, Hunt (2020b) uses an original
dataset of House incumbents from 2002 to 2018 to show
that legislators with local roots receive higher vote
shares than their party’s presidential nominee.

Similarly, Hunt (2020a) demonstrates that members
with local roots are significantly less likely to be chal-
lenged in primaries. Of course, scholars have also
shown that the strength of such electoral effects varies
by context: place-based appeals appear to be especially
impactful for rural voters (Jacobs andMunis 2019), and
they seem to fade in effectiveness as distance from the
legislator’s home county increases (Gimpel et al. 2008).
Still, the local-roots advantage has proven so appealing
that examinations in a wide variety of other political
contexts have uncovered similarly strong preferences
for local candidates (Fiva, Halse, and Smith 2020;
Jankowski 2016; Tavits 2010)—including in less
“personal” systems such as proportional representation
(Shugart, Valdini, and Suominen 2005).

Given that we know strategic choices made during
the campaign have strong consequences for legislators’
behaviors after assuming office (Sulkin 2005), and
given the centrality of descriptive representation to
legislative behavior in other contexts, it stands to rea-
son that local-roots legislators should exhibit signifi-
cantly different legislative behaviors from their
nonlocal counterparts. And, indeed, in an analysis of
communication styles in e-newsletters, Hunt (2022,
127) reports that local legislators spend more time
discussing local places and institutions and less time
using partisan terminology than their nonlocal coun-
terparts. Yet little is known about how local roots affect
legislative behavior.4

We therefore put this general expectation to the test,
extending Hunt’s work on the electoral and communi-
cation consequences of local roots to legislative behav-
ior and style. In particular, we investigate whether
perceived responsibilities as descriptive representa-
tives lead local-roots legislators to demonstrate a more
constituency-focused style of representation,
“insulated” from party pressure.

Local Roots, Local Commitment, and
Resource Allocation

As Arnold (1990) aptly summarizes, members of Con-
gress face competing pressures when performing their
official duties as legislators. We argue that local roots,
as the basis for an important dimension of descriptive
representation, have far-reaching ramifications for how
legislators respond to these pressures.

Existing work suggests that descriptive representa-
tives may feel a greater responsibility to support their
constituents in the district. For example, Broockman
(2013) demonstrates that Black state legislators are
more likely to respond to written requests from Black
constituents that offer limited political benefits than are
white state legislators. Lowande, Ritchie, and Lauter-
bach (2019) found that women, racial/ethnic minorities,
and veterans are more likely to advocate on behalf of
constituents with similar identities to their own by

4 The relative lack of knowledge is especially noteworthy, given that
the primary thrust of Key’s seminal work relates more to the legis-
lator’s actions than to the voters’.
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contacting federal agencies. Further still, Grose (2011)
provides evidence that descriptive representation
enhances both constituency service and project deliv-
ery to constituents. If place-based identities function in
a similar framework as these identities, then local
legislators may feel a similar obligation to allocate
important resources toward the district.
From the voter’s perspective, a legislator’s connec-

tion to the district may also impact constituent expec-
tations, leading them to expect more help from those
with stronger ties to the community. Gay (2002) finds
that constituents are more likely to contact descriptive
representatives, perhaps because “the shared experi-
ence ‘imperfectly captured’ by descriptive representa-
tion can form the basis for greater trust in public
officials and institutions (Mansbridge 1999, 641).”Even
more directly, Campbell et al. (2019, 939) suggest that
“Voters may believe that MPs with local ties are more
emotionally connected to the constituency and better
informed about constituents’ needs” and provide evi-
dence that legislators are rewarded for doing so. If
constituents expect locally rooted legislators to provide
more “locally focused” representation, there is all the
more reason to expect that local-roots legislators will
allocate greater resources toward the district than those
without a place-based connection to their constituents.
For these reasons, we hypothesize that local-roots leg-
islators will commit greater resources to the district—in
particular, more of their scarce congressional staff—
than will their nonlocal counterparts.
Nevertheless, such investment also implies trade-

offs—including allocating fewer resources toward pass-
ing desired policies and furthering the party brand.
Policymaking is considered to be one of the main goals
of members of Congress (Fenno 1973), and experi-
enced staffers have a substantial impact on legislative
productivity (Crosson et al. 2020; Ommundsen 2023).
We also know that today’s most strident partisan war-
riors in Congress focus in great part on communications
investments (Lee 2016, 112), as broadcasting a clear
and consistent message requires investment into com-
munications and public relations staff.
Given these pressures, it is conceivable that local

legislators use their electoral leeway to function as
policymakers and party leaders. In sharp contrast, we
argue—and ultimately provide evidence—that local
legislators, as descriptive representatives, instead dou-
ble down on their local appeals by investing in constit-
uency service. That is, we suspect that they focus their
resources more on constituency service, and less on
communications, legislation, and party-building activi-
ties, than legislators born outside of their districts.

Local Roots, Electoral Insulation, and Party
Unity

While we expect representatives with geographic ties to
their districts to feel a sense of obligation to “localize”
resources, legislators nevertheless have lawmaking
responsibilities that they cannot abandon. Indeed,
every member must cast hundreds of roll-call votes
each legislative session, and nearly every legislator

sponsors at least some legislation. As Arnold (1990),
Kingdon (1989), and many others have underscored,
legislators must take into account not only their own
opinions and the opinions of the constituency when
undertaking these activities, but also the traceability of
the policy and the position of party leaders.

We believe that local-roots legislators, as descriptive
representatives, will also weigh these competing pres-
sures differently from their nonlocal counterparts. In
particular, we hypothesize that local-roots legislators
will undertake policymaking behaviors that are less
partisan when they share a local connection with their
constituency.

Traditionally, congressional parties have been
depicted as exercising “negative” or gatekeeping
power (e.g., Cox and McCubbins 1993; 2005), but, as
other research has shown, party powers today include a
wide variety of tools necessary for more “positive” and
disciplinary activities. As partisan competition has
grown,members of Congress have ceded greater power
and responsibility to party leaders (Lee 2015), who
have in turn used that power to exercise greater disci-
pline over the rank-and-file (Rohde 2010). Indeed, a
wide variety of recent research has underscored the
lengths that party leaders go to guarantee unity on roll-
call votes, including but not limited to committee
assignments (Leighton and Lopez 2002), campaign
contributions (Heberlig and Larson 2012), and even
preferential policymaking treatment (Hasecke and
Mycoff 2007).

These trends place many legislators in a difficult
position. On the one hand, Canes-Wrone, Brady, and
Cogan (2002) have shown that legislators who votewith
the extreme ends of their party are more likely to be
voted out of office. On the other, legislators run the risk
of facing serious primary challenges, loss of campaign
funds, and public ridicule if they run amok of party
orthodoxy. We argue that legislators with local roots
can use their status as descriptive representatives to
sidestep this predicament in a way that legislators
lacking such connections cannot.

According to Hunt (2020b), local incumbents are
especially adept at converting local trust into electoral
advantage, levering the “cross-partisan” nature of local
appeals. Adopting such a cross-partisan appeal could in
turn release local legislators frommaintaining stringent
party discipline. As Fenno (1978) underscores, legisla-
tors carefully hone their home styles with one over-
arching goal in mind: the development of trust between
the constituency and the representative. This trust
grants the legislator a certain amount of “leeway” in
their Washington decision-making, as constituents
believe that the legislator is acting faithfully on their
behalf. If local-roots legislators can more easily access
this kind of “leeway,” they may behave differently
inside Congress than nonlocal legislators. In fact, local-
roots legislators may well feel more obligated to act in a
more localized manner than nonlocal legislators, as a
failure to do so would amount to a betrayal of that
identification and trust.

Of course, “leeway” can cut multiple ways with
respect to partisanship and ideology. That is, while
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some legislators may use “leeway” to break from the
party in a moderate direction, still others may use it to
buck their party in an extreme or partisan direction. In
the case of leeway generated through local roots, how-
ever, we posit that legislators—as descriptive represen-
tatives of their constituents—will use their leeway to act
in a more bipartisan or cross-partisan fashion. In serv-
ing as descriptive representatives, local-roots legisla-
tors may feel a responsibility to their constituencies to
represent as large a swath of constituents as possible.
Inasmuch as acting in an extreme fashion constitutes a
more divisive approach to voting and legislating, local-
roots legislators will be more apt to use their trust and
leeway to pursue more bipartisan behaviors. Here
again, we underscore that this logic is consistent with
findings from Hunt (2022), who finds that local-roots
incumbents issue e-newsletters with more localized,
and less partisan, language. In the empirical analyses
to come, as well as those in the Supplementary Mate-
rial, we attempt to adjudicate between these competing
accounts.
In sum, we posit that local roots give legislators both a

line of electoral support that is not tied directly to party
and endows them with a greater sense of responsibility
to their constituents. As such, we expect that local roots
will not only insulate legislators from party pressures but
encourage them to behave in a bipartisan direction. We
put this argument to the test by first exploring whether
local-roots legislators are more or less likely to be clas-
sified as party “soldiers” or “builders” in comparison to
nonlocal legislators (based on Bernhard, Sewell, and
Sulkin’s [2017] classifications). We then examine two
principal policymaking activities: roll-call voting and
cosponsoring legislation.

DATA AND MEASUREMENT

In order to examine the effects of local roots on
legislative behavior, we collected data on legislator
birthplaces from the Biographical Directory of the
United States Congress.5 We selected birthplace as
our base measure of local roots for several reasons,
both theoretical and practical. First, an individual
cannot choose where she is born—similar to other
identities for which descriptive representatives feel a
sense of representational obligation. Other types of
local ties, such as post-secondary education or previ-
ous political experience, however, are themselves
(to varying degrees) a function of the candidates’
own choices. Thus, not only do such factors differ
qualitatively in relation to dimensions of descriptive
representation like race and gender, but they are also
themselves the result of strategic choices on the part
of prospective congressional candidates. This is not to
say that such factors lack value for a candidate:
indeed, Hunt (2022) demonstrates that deeper con-
nections to the district—including those forged later
in life—contribute to the electoral advantage enjoyed

by local-roots candidates, as well as to the local focus
of their communications strategies. However, with
respect to descriptive representation in office—our
primary focus in this article—we aim to capture the
dimensions of local roots that tap into the “symbolic”
value of local connections, as opposed to their
“instrumental” benefits (Hunt 2022, 12).6

We proceeded by scraping and cleaning the biogra-
phies in the Directory, leaving us with the birth places of
11,016 unique legislators over 116 congresses. Using this
information, we first determinedwhether a member was
born directly in their current congressional district. To
do so, we used ggmaps (Kahle andWickham 2013) in R
to obtain the latitude and longitude of these locations
and overlaid them on district maps from Lewis et al.
(2013). This provides us with a binary measure of local
roots; overall, about 40.9% of legislators were born
directly in their congressional districts.7 We then vali-
date our binary measure of birth-in-district by replacing
it with Hunt’s (2022) measure (see Supplementary
Table A.2). Despite some tactical differences in under-
lying approach for locating birthplaces, we were encour-
aged by the high level of agreement between the results
(see Appendix A of the Supplementary Material for
additional details).8

Nevertheless, there is naturally some measurement
error in geocoding. In fact, in collecting our data, we
identified several sorts of issues that we believe are
unaddressable using a binary measure alone. Among
the trickiest of these issues occurs when members are
simply listed as being born inside large cities. For
example, if a member is listed as being born in
“Chicago,” Google Maps (the engine underlying
ggmaps) may provide an incorrect latitude and longi-
tude within Chicago, simply due to a lack of specificity
regarding a legislator’s first childhood residence or
hospital of birth.9,10

5 https://bioguideretro.congress.gov/.

6 Of course, other less-voluntary and formative experiences, such as
going to elementary, middle, or high school in a particular commu-
nity, could forge symbolic bonds of identification between a place and
a person. These connections, however, are more difficult to measure
at scale. Schooling in particular compounds the geolocation chal-
lenges highlighted below. Nevertheless, while we present results
throughout the article that focus on birthplace, we also present results
using Hunt’s specification and his local-roots index as well as local
high school attendance in Appendix A of the Supplementary Mate-
rial for available legislators, for which results remain quite similar.
7 Note that this is likely a conservative estimate, particularly in earlier
Congresses, for the reasons stated below. We also present results
using a binary indicator for whether thememberwas born in the same
state as their district in Supplementary Table A.1. Results remain
similar to our born-in-district binary measure.
8 Unfortunately, we were not able to cross-validate all of our mea-
surements, as Hunt’s data are at the incumbent level and forward-
looking in nature, givenHunt’s focus on reelection. Still, the revealed
similarities suggest that our procedure is capturing the same under-
lying empirical patterns.
9 In addition to the measurement steps taken below, we also address
this problem via the introduction of district-level fixed effects
throughout our analysis.
10 For an extended discussion of this issue as it relates to binary
measurements more generally, see Appendix A of the Supplemen-
tary Material.
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As a result, we next tookmembers not born directly in
their districts and calculated the shortest geodesic dis-
tance from their birth place to any coordinate along the
border of their congressional district. We believe this
measure ameliorates the aforementioned ambiguity
error, because the hypotheticalmember from “Chicago”
would still be listed as being from within a few miles of
their actual birth place—as opposed to simply being
marked as “not born in the district.” Thus, while we
provide results for binary measurements for comparison
to previous research, we also operationalize our main
independent variable as logged distance born from the
district.11 The end result is a dataset with 39,489 obser-
vations at the legislator-congress level, spanning from
1789 to 2020 (Crosson and Kaslovsky 2024).
Figure 1 displays the distribution of the unlogged

independent variable, demonstrating the heavy right
skew in the data. The left panel zooms in on the
distribution of members born within 100 miles from
the district, while the right panel displays the rest of the
distribution. About 68% of the data fall into the left
panel. This figure underscores what years of received
wisdom about U.S. politics has underscored: the
U.S. House of Representatives exhibits considerable
localism, at least in terms of the type of legislator who

serves. According to our estimates, about 52% of all
observations and 48% of unique legislator-districts are
either zero (legislator was born in the district) or under
10 miles from the nearest district border. Recast
slightly, about 49% of legislators in the House of
Representatives have represented a district fewer than
10 miles from their birthplace, and 62% have served in
their state of birth. Although directly comparable data
from other countries are (to the best of our knowledge)
not available, the 63% of the 114th U.S. House repre-
senting their state of birth easily outpaces the estimated
47%of BritishMPs representing their region of birth in
2015.12

These figures, however, have ebbed and flowed
considerably over time. Median distances (in miles)
that members are born from their districts, 1st to the
116th Congress, are presented in Figure 2. We present
these data along with dates for important transporta-
tion innovations, to provide additional context to the
evolving meaning of distance over time.13 As the figure
shows, there is an upward trend in median distance
until about the 40th Congress (shortly after the Civil
War), when there is a stark decrease in member birth
distance from their districts. The decrease continues for
over 100 years, peaking during the 92nd Congress (the
early 1970s).

Overall, the distance members are born from their
districts has increased over time—though not monoton-
ically by anymeans. In general, the House has remained

FIGURE 1. Count of Legislators by Distance from the District, 1789–2020

0

5000

10000

15000

0 25 50 75 100

Miles from District

C
ou

nt

Born Less than or Equal to 100 Miles from the District

0

2000

4000

0 2500 5000 7500 10000

Miles from District

Born More than 100 Miles from the District

11 Gimpel et al. (2008) argue that the relationship between distance
and candidate support follows a nonlinear relationship. Specifically,
they utilize a distance-decay framework, theorizing that local roots
extend only to the very closest locations. They explain that the
natural log is similar, but that it “suggests a relationship where the
drop-off in support begins gradually, but then falls off more rapidly
with increasing distance” (238). We therefore also include a version
of our models with a quadratic function of distance in Supplementary
Table B.1.

12 https://perma.cc/LK3U-LJMA.
13 Information on when the various forms of transportation were
introduced to the United States comes from https://perma.cc/C3TJ-
5M98 and https://perma.cc/TN2M-EWG8.
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astoundingly local. Despite the fact that members of
Congress are wealthier and better educated than the
average American (which demographers have shown to
positively predict geographic mobility), they neverthe-
less are more likely to serve in their birth state (60%)
than the average American is to work in theirs (58%) as
of 2019.14 In the peak of House localism in the 1970s,
61%ofHousemembers were bornwithin 10miles of the
districts they were representing, and 74% served in their
birth state. In comparison, the 1970 U.S. Census reports
that about 65% of Americans were born in their state of
residence.15
At least two trends in these rawdata seemnoteworthy.

First, although transportation advances certainly made
living and moving farther from one’s district more feasi-
ble, such advancements’ association with our distance-

from-district metric are quite mixed. Certainly, the intro-
duction of passenger rail, and its growth throughout the
1800s, coincides with farther legislator distance from
birthplace. Such figures also generally coincide with the
nation’s move westward and with major influxes of
immigrant populations. However, other technologies,
such as the automobile and even the airplane have, at
best, extremely delayed effects. We do not wish to draw
anything close to causal conclusions from these high-level
trends. Rather, we note only that, although members of
Congress are no doubt representing districts farther from
their birthplaces today than in most periods of American
history, this trend is hardly monolithic.

Second, we note that the most “at home” period of
congressional representation is not a hundred or more
years ago but during the late 1960s and early 1970s.
That is, the “textbook” Congress upon which Fenno
built his study of homestyle—and upon which many
foundational texts on Congress were written—appears
far more extraordinary than ordinary, at least in terms
of political geography. Indeed, even the Congresses of
the 1940s, during which Key observed his “friends and

FIGURE 2. Average and Median Distance from District, 1789–2020
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14 https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-05/mobile-vs-
stuck-who-lives-in-their-u-s-birth-state.
15 https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1970/pc-2-
2a/42043784v2p2a2cch01.pdf.

Do Local Roots Impact Washington Behaviors?

893

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

24
00

05
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-05/mobile-vs-stuck-who-lives-in-their-u-s-birth-state
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-03-05/mobile-vs-stuck-who-lives-in-their-u-s-birth-state
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1970/pc-2-2a/42043784v2p2a2cch01.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1970/pc-2-2a/42043784v2p2a2cch01.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542400056X


neighbors effect,”were notablymore “local” thanmost
of congressional history. Given howmany foundational
works of representation build upon empirical observa-
tions from this period, these data suggest that studies of
representation todaymaywell confront a Congress that
differs considerably in basic dyadic linkages between
members and their districts.
These broad trends notwithstanding, we do not want

to overinterpret over-time differences. Indeed, the
meaning of distance has varied considerably over time.
As the ease of travel has improved, being born 50 miles
from the district today likely means something very
different than it did in the 1800s. Due to such factors as
well as data constraints on our independent variables,
we limit our main analyses to 1973 onward. Below, we
connect these data with a wide variety of information
on legislative behavior in order to assess the ways in
which local-roots legislators differ in office from their
nonlocal counterparts.

FINDINGS

Legislative Behavior and Local Roots

Before examining the specific behaviors we highlight
above, we first investigate differences between local and
nonlocal legislators at a broader level. More specifically,
we assess our baseline claim that local-roots legislators
approach representation with a stronger focus on mat-
ters of constituency service, relative to partisan and
policy pursuits.Measuring one’s status as a party soldier,
policy expert, or constituent servant is difficult both
conceptually and methodologically, so we draw upon
recent advances in the measurement of legislative
“style” to examine whether local-roots legislators
behave distinctly from their nonlocal counterparts.
In their bookon legislative style inCongress,Bernhard

and Sulkin (2018) introduce a useful measure of legisla-
tor “type” that combines a wide variety of resource-
allotment, fundraising, and other behavioral outcomes.
These categories range from party-focused roles, such as
“Party Soldier” and “Party Builder,” to more policy-
focused styles such as “Ambitious Entrepreneur” and
“Policy Specialist.” Importantly, the method also clas-
sifies legislators as “District Advocates.” Using these
categorical data, we estimate a series of multinomial
logistic models, introducing our two measures of local
roots as predictors for legislator type.
As with the remainder of our models, we include a

variety of secondary variables known to influence leg-
islative behavior. We include indicators for each con-
gress—and, later, district-level fixed effects (which are
not included in the legislator-type models due to the
outcome variable exhibiting very little within-unit var-
iation).16 The specification of these models, and those
thereafter, take on the following form:

Yidc ¼ β1LocalRootsid þ ΦZid þ αd þ τc þ ϵidc,

where i indexes legislators, d indexes districts, and c
indexes congresses. Zid represents the vector of con-
trols, including party, seniority, majority party status,
membership on powerful committees, chairmanship
status, legislator gender, and same party presidential
vote share.17 Institutional position likely impacts a
legislator’s ability to act independently, and gender
has been shown to influence the extent to which legis-
lators feel pressure to behave in district-oriented ways
(Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2018). Same Party Presiden-
tial Vote Share is used to capture district safety, which
may influence how much leeway legislators perceive
they have to focus less on the party and more on the
district.18 αd encodes district fixed effects, which
address the possibility that variation in preferences
over legislative style may be due to inherent, unchang-
ing district characteristics. These fixed effects hold such
time-invariant characteristics constant.19 τc encodes
congress fixed effects,20 and standard errors are clus-
tered on districts.21

For ease of presentation and interpretation, we col-
lapse the five legislator-type categories into three: “Dis-
trict Focused” (District Advocates), “Policy Focused”
(Ambitious Entrepreneur and Policy Specialist), and
“Party Focused” (Party Soldier and Party Builder). The
results from these models are presented in Table 1,
comparing “Party Focused” to “District Focused” and
“Policy Focused,” respectively. Columns 1 and 2 use the
binary measure of local roots as the independent vari-
able, and columns 3 and 4 use the logged measure.

As the table clearly underscores, local-roots legislators
are significantly least likely to be classified as Party
Focused based on their behaviors in office. Indeed, in
comparison to both Policy andDistrict Focus, local-roots
legislators exhibit a lower propensity to adopt a Party
Focus. Further, this result persists regardless of which
operationalization of local roots we use. Same Party
Presidential Vote Share also stands out as a large, nega-
tive, and significant predictor ofDistrict Focus, indicating
that electoral safety is associated with legislators being
more likely to adopt a Party Focus in comparison. How-
ever, our empirical strategy does not account for poten-
tial confounders on this control variable, so we interpret
it with caution (Keele, Stevenson, and Elwert 2020).

Interestingly, our results also indicate that local-roots
legislators are significantly more likely to adopt a

16 This is due to both the nature of the data—which attempts to place
legislators into fairly static classifications—and the relatively trun-
cated time period of Bernhard and Sulkin’s data.

17 These measures come from Volden and Wiseman (2020), except
for presidential vote share, which comes from election data compiled
by Gary Jacobson.
18 In Supplementary Tables C.1–C.3, we present alternative specifi-
cations replacing this variable with the legislator’s own previous
general election vote share. Results are substantively similar.
19 Districts are counted as unique based on start and end congress
from Lewis et al. (2013).
20 Results replacing congress fixed effects with a linear time trend are
presented in Supplementary Tables D.1–D.3 and are substantively
similar.
21 Results with member-clustered standard errors are presented in
Supplementary Tables E.1–E.3.
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District Focus over a Policy Focus. As we discuss in the
results and discussion to come, this constitutes an inter-
esting representational trade-off that voters may make
when confronted with local versus nonlocal candidates.
On the one hand, local-roots legislators keep the dis-
trict first in their behaviors, demonstrating a propensity
for District Focus above all other types. However, they
also may forgo influence over major national policy,
and within the party—which controls much of Con-
gress’s substantive and political outputs today.

Staff Allocation and Local Roots

What, then, do these results mean for local-roots legis-
lators with respect to specific behaviors of importance to
legislative scholars?To capture the priorities of local and
nonlocal legislators, we first investigate an important
“investment” decision (Salisbury and Shepsle 1981) that
members of Congress make in office: choices over hiring
and assigning staff for constituency service functions.
Using staff allocation data from Crosson et al. (2021),
we examine the percentage of a legislator’s office that is
made up of constituency staffers, from 1993 to 2014.
Over this time period, the average member allocates
38.5% of their staff toward constituency service.22,23

To examine whether staff variation is explained by
changes in the preponderance of local-roots repre-
sentatives, Table 2 presents regressions of constitu-
ency-service staff size on the same measures of local
roots from above. The coefficients on both measures
of local roots are all in the expected direction,
although only the coefficient on the logged distance
measure reaches conventional levels of statistical sig-
nificance.

When all variables are set at their median values,
moving from the 25th to the 75th percentile of log
(Miles Born from the District + 1) is associated with
about a 1.77 percentage point decrease in the propor-
tion of staffers dedicated toward constituency service
(from a baseline of about 40%). Although the magni-
tude of this effect may seem small, its size is in part due
to the large amount of variation being controlled for
with district fixed effects. Further, the maximum staff
size in the House of Representatives is currently set at
18 full-time workers. As Crosson et al. (2021) under-
score with respect to legislative staff, the small size of
House offices (particularly in relation to Senate offices)
forces members of Congress into acute trade-offs when
building their personal staff. These trade-offs have
grown even more difficult in recent years, due to
Republicans’ dramatic cuts to Member Representa-
tional Allowances (MRAs) in 2010. These results sug-
gest that, in spite of such budget cuts, local-roots
legislators nevertheless maintain their propensity for
hiring more constituency-service staffers. In fact, when
this analysis is broken down by decade (as shown in
Supplementary Table G.1), the results appear to be

TABLE 1. Legislator Type and Local Roots: Party versus Policy and District Focus, 1989–2008

Born in District (0/1) log(Miles Born from District + 1)

Dependent variable: Representational
Style

Dependent variable: Representational
Style

District_Focused Policy_Focused District_Focused Policy_Focused

Measure of local roots 0.758** 0.535** −0.127** −0.073**
(0.126) (0.107) (0.022) (0.019)

Democrat −0.242* 0.043 −0.247* 0.055
(0.128) (0.099) (0.129) (0.099)

Seniority 0.041** 0.036** 0.041** 0.035**
(0.017) (0.015) (0.017) (0.015)

Majority −0.446** −0.078 −0.448** −0.077
(0.105) (0.085) (0.104) (0.085)

Member of powerful committees −0.023 0.095 −0.006 0.112
(0.146) (0.119) (0.146) (0.119)

Committee chair −1.165** −0.637** −1.186** −0.667**
(0.284) (0.214) (0.280) (0.212)

Member is a woman 0.092 0.136 0.146 0.168
(0.218) (0.150) (0.224) (0.153)

Same party presidential vote share −10.500** 2.077** −10.586** 1.963**
(0.773) (0.477) (0.778) (0.480)

Congress indicators ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 4,273 4,273 4,273 4,273
Pseudo-R2 0.109 0.109 0.108 0.108

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0:10, **p < 0:05.

22 Figure F.1 in Appendix F of the Supplementary Material displays
the distribution of this variable, along with the average distance
members are born from their districts in each congress.
23 Note that the 109th Congress is missing, due to technical issues in
Congress during those years.
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concentrated in the time period after the 2000s,
although all coefficients remain appropriately signed.24
In addition to these results, we again underscore that

a focus on constituency service is not costless in terms of
the activities a member is able to pursue (Hall 1998).
Indeed, local legislators may be “locked” into a more
casework-heavy style of representation (cf. Harden
2015; McCrain 2021), at the expense of policy special-
ization. Supplementary Table I.1 underscores such
consequences: as noted above, both measures of local
roots indicate that legislators born in and around the
district adopt a District Focus at a higher probability
than they do a Policy Focus.

Local Roots and Party Unity on Roll Calls

Whether measured through staff investments or
broader “style” categorizations, our results indicate
that local-roots legislators behave in a localizedmanner
consistent with a perceived role as a descriptive repre-
sentative. But while local focus constitutes an impor-
tant component of the in-office representation, such a
focus likely also affects the substantive policy represen-
tation these legislators provide. Local representatives
may focus less on policy overall, but does the less-
partisan nature of their overall behavior redound to
the character of the substantive activities that they do
pursue?

As Fenno argues, local-roots legislators are likely to
enjoy increased “leeway” from their constituencies.
However, it is less clear what they will do with such
leeway, particularly with respect to roll-call voting and
bill writing. We contend that, as descriptive represen-
tatives, local-roots legislators will feel an obligation to
act in a more bipartisan fashion, representing a larger
contingent of the constituency. However, it is also
possible legislators could use leeway to act in a more
partisan fashion, particularly in a hyper-partisan era in
American politics. In the following two sections, we put
these expectations to the test.

We first analyze the impact of birthplace on party
unity in roll-call voting. Ideally, we would capture
partisan roll-call loyalty using ameasure based on party
leaders’ definition of loyalty (Meinke 2024). Absent
such a measure for our time period of study, we instead
use standard party unity scores, which Meinke (2024)
shows are reasonably well-correlated with his more
fine-tuned measure. We pair our data with covariates
from Volden and Wiseman (2020), described above.
Doing so sets the time frame of this analysis from the
93rd to the 116th Congress, or 1973 to 2020. Here, we
regress party unity scores on our two measures of local
roots, using an OLS regression with both district and
congressional fixed effects.Table 3 presents the results,
with column 1 using the binarymeasure of local roots as
the independent variable and column 2 using the
loggedmeasure. Bothmeasures are signed as expected,
negative on the binary measure and positive on the
distance measure, indicating that legislators with local
roots vote in line with the party less. They also reach
some level of statistical significance (though column
1 reaches only at p < 0.1). Still, this is a quite modest
association. Thus, overall, it does not appear that local
legislators vote differently in a meaningful way than
their nonlocal counterparts, in spite of their propensity
toward less partisan legislative styles.

Generally speaking, this is not consistent with either
of the aforementioned usages of representational lee-
way. However, given that legislators could conceivably
use leeway to behave in either a partisan or bipartisan
direction, it is possible that the above results mask
important heterogeneity. To more fully examine this
possibility, we split our sample into legislators who we
posit are more ideologically extreme and less ideolog-
ically extreme than the districts they represent, and
then rerun our analyses within these groups. While

TABLE 2. Local Roots and Percentage of Staff
That Focus on Constituency Service, 1993–2014

Dependent variable:

Percentage of Staff
Allocated toward

Constituency Service

Born in
District
(0/1)

log(Miles
Born from
District + 1)

Measure of local roots 1.178 −0.314**
(0.982) (0.151)

Democrat −0.880 −0.976
(0.904) (0.899)

Seniority −0.393** −0.393**
(0.105) (0.104)

Majority party 0.076 0.065
(0.354) (0.353)

Member of power committees 0.837 0.886
(0.737) (0.735)

Committee chair 1.711 1.719
(1.046) (1.045)

Member is a woman 0.282 0.453
(1.073) (1.078)

Same party presidential vote
share

−4.658
(4.476)

−4.654
(4.450)

District fixed effects ✓ ✓

Congress fixed effects ✓ ✓

Observations 4,317 4,317
Adjusted R2 0.535 0.535

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with district-clustered
standard errors in parentheses. The unit of observation is the
legislator-Congress. **p<0.05, *p<0.10.

24 As a robustness check, we recreate Table 2 in Table H.1 in the
Supplementary Material substituting the number of constituency
service staffers with the percentage of a legislator’s MRA allocated
to constituency service staff. When using the alternative dependent
variable, all coefficients remain signed as expected. However, we
note that the models no longer reach traditional levels of statistical
significance.
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we detail this process and full results at greater length in
Appendix J of the Supplementary Material, our
approach compares legislators’ actual CFscores (from
Bonica 2019) to their predicted CFscore based on the
partisanship of their district. Regardless of whether we
examine more-extreme or more-moderate legislators,
our results remain unchanged. That is, local roots do
not appear to be especially associated with party unity
in roll-call voting.
This lack of association persists even after we

explored other potential sources of heterogeneity.
Given that polarization increased over the time of this
analysis, it is possible that small or null results are
driven by lower levels of available variation in the latter
portion of our time period. However, as our decade-
specific results show in Supplementary Table G.2,
although almost all of the coefficients remain appropri-
ately signed, log(Miles Born from District +1) only
reaches traditional levels of statistical significance in
the 1970s. Although these results are consistent with
those presented in Table 3, they do not indicate the
presence of meaningful patterns over time. Second, it is
possible that our main results mask heterogeneity by
district safety. While all of our analyses control for
Same Party Presidential Vote Share, legislators in safe
districts may be uniquely suited to behave individual-
istic ways. However, as Supplementary Table J.3

shows, the only coefficient to reach significance at p <
0.1 occurs in the regression subset to unsafe districts.25
Thus, there does not appear to be a concentrated effect
among safe members.

Bipartisanship among Cosponsors

In some ways, the small associations between local
roots and party unity make sense: given that party
leaders aggressively avoid roll-call votes that fracture
their caucus, legislators sometimes face few opportuni-
ties to break from the party. However, roll-call voting is
by no means the only important policymaking behav-
ior: sponsorship and cosponsorships are both core to a
representative’s legislative duties. In addition to being
a key activity for members of Congress, cosponsorship
“happens before efforts by leaders or influential mem-
bers to persuademembers to change their positions and
before any potential source of selection bias, including
agenda control, implying that it fully captures the
underlying issue space and might be a better indicator
of ideology than floor votes” (Desposato, Kearney, and
Crisp 2011, 532). As a result, cosponsorship is a partic-
ularly valuable measure of partisanship, as individual
legislators have significantly more control over this
behavior.

As we have argued previously, inasmuch as local-
roots legislators think of themselves as descriptive
representatives, they may feel an obligation toward
behaving in an especially bipartisan manner with
respect to bill cosponsorship and the attraction of
cosponsors. However, legislators with local roots may
also be especially well-positioned to transcend partisan
animus in cosponsorship for additional, practical rea-
sons. First, their local connections may allow them to
more credibly reach out to out-partisans within their
own state or region. Second, given the above results
that legislators with local roots appear to focus more on
the district and less on policy and party related activi-
ties, their legislative work may be less controversial to
members of the out-party. Thus, we ask: to what extent
are local legislators’ sponsorship activities more or less
bipartisan than their nonlocal counterparts’?

To examine this question, we generated ameasure of
bipartisanship that captures how much a legislator’s
sponsored bills attract both in-partisans and out-
partisans. We build our measure, which is substantively
similar to the Lugar Center’s “Bipartisanship Index”26
and the measure used by Volden and Wiseman (2016),
by drawing cosponsorship and sponsorship information
from several sources. The first source comes from
Fowler’s (2006) study of cosponsorship in Congress.
Formore recent congresses, however, we compiled bill-
level data from ProPublica’s Bulk Data on Congressio-
nal Bills.27 After compiling this information, we then

TABLE 3. Member Birth Place and Party
Unity, 1973–2020

Dependent variable:

Party Unity Score

Born in
District
(0/1)

log(Miles
Born from
District + 1)

Measure of local roots −1.442* 0.331**
(0.850) (0.133)

Democrat −1.710 −1.689
(1.053) (1.050)

Seniority −0.191** −0.189**
(0.062) (0.062)

Majority party 4.202** 4.192**
(0.299) (0.299)

Member of power committees 0.987** 0.974**
(0.470) (0.468)

Committee chair 0.974* 0.979*
(0.534) (0.535)

Member is a woman −1.262 −1.348
(0.883) (0.880)

Same party presidential vote
share

20.876**
(3.032)

20.878**
(3.025)

District fixed effects ✓ ✓

Congress fixed effects ✓ ✓

Observations 10,542 10,542
Adjusted R2 0.774 0.774

Note: Estimates are fromOLS regressions with district-clustered
standard errors in parentheses. The unit of observation is the
legislator-Congress. **p<0.05, *p<0.10.

25 We subset by whether or not Same Party Presidential Vote Share
was over or below 57.5% (the median value across our time span) to
investigate heterogeneity by district safety.
26 https://www.thelugarcenter.org/ourwork-Bipartisan-Index.html.
27 Accessible at https://www.propublica.org/datastore/dataset/
congressional-data-bulk-legislation-bills.
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tabulated the number of Republican and Democratic
cosponsors that a legislator was able to attract to her
sponsored bills. Using this information, we constructed
a ratio of in-party to out-party cosponsors, such that
higher levels of the ratio signify more “partisan”
coalition-building strategies.
With this variable, we again estimated the OLS

models from our analysis of party unity, including the
congress and district-level fixed effects.28 We present
the results of these regressions for both the binary and
continuous measure of birthplace locality in Table 4.
Here again, we also run a series of supplemental ana-
lyses in Appendix J of the Supplementary Material
designed to test our descriptive-representation expec-
tations based on differential usage of local-roots lee-
way. As with our analysis of party unity, we again split
legislators into “more moderate” and “more extreme”
than excepted subgroups, based on district partisanship
and presidential vote share.We then rerun the analyses
found in Table 4 on these subgroups. As we summarize
in the Supplementary Material, these results are not

consistent with a differential response to leeway based
on candidates’ pre-existing preferences.

Here, the results are consistent with the less-partisan
nature of our earlier legislative style findings. Indeed,
regardless of whether we adopt the binary or continu-
ous measure of local roots, we find that local-roots
legislators are significantly less likely to attract cospon-
sorships that are solely from their own party. More-
over, these results do not appear to be driven solely by a
legislator’s ideology: no matter whether we control for
the partisan tilt of the district, the roll-call extremity of
the legislator,29 or both (the latter two of which we
display in Supplementary Tables K.2 and K.3), local
legislators consistently attract a greater proportion of
out-party cosponsors than do their nonlocal counter-
parts. What does this result mean substantively? Hold-
ing all control variables at their medians, moving from
the 25th to the 75th percentile in log(Miles Born from
the District + 1) is associated with a 2.44 percentage
point increase in in-party cosponsor attraction. Once
again, this result points to a behavioral pattern of local-
roots members acting in a less partisan fashion.

While the results do not appear to be driven by a
legislator’s ideology, there once again still may be
heterogeneity by district safety and time period. To
investigate these possibilities, we rerun the results sub-
set by whether or not the legislator is in a safe or unsafe
district. The results from this analysis are presented in
Supplementary Table J.4. Interestingly, although all
coefficients are signed as expected, the results appear
to be concentrated among legislators from safe districts,
or districts where the incumbent received at least
57.5% in the previous presidential election. This indi-
cates that local legislators are more likely to interact
with the opposing party when they are already elector-
ally comfortable. This is particularly noteworthy given
that safe districts are simultaneously also the most
partisan-homogeneous. Yet especially in these districts,
we observe the most bipartisan behavior. Second, we
break down the analysis by decade in Supplementary
Table G.3. While almost all coefficients are signed as
expected, the effects are all concentrated in the
pre-2000s.

These findings have noteworthy implications for rep-
resentation in the modern Congress. In particular, they
suggest that local-roots legislators are uniquely well
positioned to transcend nationalization. For example,
the aforementioned Representative Katko stated the
following in his press release announcing his bipartisan
score from the Lugar Center: “I have consistently
worked with both Democrats and Republicans to better
Central New York and our nation. Doing so has yielded
significant results, passing meaningful legislation that
protects drinking water, invests in infrastructure,
addresses the opioid epidemic, and strengthens our
national security.”30 By relying on shared conceptions

TABLE 4. Member Birth Place and Cospon-
sorship Attraction, 1973–2020

Dependent variable:

Percentage of
Cosponsors That Are

Copartisans

Born in
District
(0/1)

log(Miles
Born from
District + 1)

Measure of local roots −0.030** 0.004**
(0.010) (0.002)

Democrat 0.124** 0.123**
(0.011) (0.011)

Seniority −0.006** −0.006**
(0.001) (0.001)

Majority party −0.017** −0.017**
(0.005) (0.005)

Member of power
committees

−0.002
(0.008)

−0.003
(0.008)

Committee chair −0.014 −0.014
(0.010) (0.010)

Member is a woman −0.002 −0.001
(0.012) (0.012)

Same party presidential
vote share

0.035
(0.036)

0.034
(0.037)

District fixed effects ✓ ✓

Congress fixed effects ✓ ✓

Observations 10,263 10,263
Adjusted R2 0.463 0.463

Note: Estimates are fromOLS regressions with district-clustered
standard errors in parentheses. The unit of observation is the
legislator-Congress. **p<0.05, *p<0.10.

28 We present an alternative specification, where we control for total
cosponsors rather than constructing a percentage, in Supplementary
Table K.1.

29 As measured by absolute distance from the median party mem-
ber’s first dimension Nokken-Poole Score.
30 https://jdrampage.org/interview-with-u-s-house-representative-
john-katko/.
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of place-based identity, local legislators are able to
credibly claim they are working with the other party in
order to do what is best for constituents, as opposed to
betraying their own party. However, the results subset
by decade indicate that this credibility may be fading
over time; rising levels of partisan polarization may
simply make such displays of bipartisanship less feasible
in the modern Congress.

What about the District?

To this point, we have examined geographic descriptive
representation largely from the legislator’s point of
view, or the “supply” side of representation. Across
several representational behaviors, we find evidence
consistent with the idea that local-roots legislators do
behave as though they view themselves as descriptive
representatives. However, representation obviously
involves linkages between a representative and her
constituency, and different constituencies are apt to
“demand” different styles of representation (Fenno
1978; Harden 2015; McCrain 2021). Lacking direct
measures of demand for locally rooted legislators and
different sorts of representation, we sought to hold such
demand-side variation constant in the preceding anal-
ysis by including district-level fixed effects. However, if
the claim of local-roots-as-descriptive-representation
holds, it should be the case that local legislators are
especially likely to behave as descriptive representa-
tives when they perceive that constituents demand
localized descriptive representation.
What kinds of constituents are likely to demand

localized representation? Using a conjoint experiment,
Vivyan and Wagner (2016, 85) provide evidence that
constituent preferences over legislator resource alloca-
tion may be driven by “the degree to which voters
themselves have a local or national/cosmopolitan
outlook.” They explain that this orientation “captures
the extent to which individuals care about and pay
attention to developments in their local area over and
above national and international developments
(Jennings 1967, 293). It reflects an individual’s degree
of attachment, sense of belonging and general affect
towards his or her local area…” Essentially, the more a
constituent cares about their local community in com-
parison to the nation as a whole, the stronger their
demand for the legislator to focus on the district.
Vivyan and Wagner (2016, 85) go on to explain that
“Potential antecedents of local-cosmopolitan disposi-
tion include factors such as personality traits, education
and social class.”
This argument is also supported by observational

work at varying levels in the United States. According
to research by Harden (2015) at the state legislative
level and byMcCrain (2021) at the federal level, factors
like education, income, and geography can predict
demand for district-focused representation. High-
education individuals are more likely to migrate from
their childhood homes—and move in general—com-
pared to those with lower education, who often remain
geographically rooted for generations. Indeed, even if
the college-educated return home, their time in school

frequently has drawn them away from home and intro-
duced them to other places, geographies, and people
with whom they may identify. Inasmuch as this rooted-
ness is correlated with a developed sense of local or
geographic identity, one might expect education, then,
to mediate the relationship between a legislator’s local
roots and the style of representation she provides to the
district.

Finally, strong place-based identities may also have
an ideological dimension. For example, in her study
of the politics of resentment, Cramer (2016, 55)
argues that rural consciousness is composed of per-
ceptions of power, perceptions of resources, and
perceptions of values and lifestyles. Moreover, as
Jacobs and Munis (2022) find, voters’ feelings toward
particular kinds of geographies can predict their
eventual vote choices, particularly in the case of rural
areas. Thus, it may be the case that district demand
for locally rooted legislators is based on an underly-
ing value orientation.

Unfortunately, as Supplementary Table L.1 under-
scores, an extreme lack of within-district variation in
district-specific characteristics precluded our inclusion
of such covariates in our district fixed-effects models.31
Indeed, among the district-specific characteristics we
examine, an average of only 1.8% of the variation in
these factors is within-district—compared to an average
of 14.3% for the eight variables included in the previous
analyses. Consequently, when we simply include these
variables as covariates in our regressions, they exhibit
very few results and large standard errors.32 However,
we do explore district-level dynamics in alternative
ways. First, we estimate a series of models without
district fixed effects—but including a series of district-
level control variables. Although the results provide
some baseline insights into possible confounds between
local roots and our three dependent variables, the asso-
ciations are primarily null, so we present them in the
Supplementary Material (Tables M.1–M.3).33

Second, we examine whether local-representation
demand enhances the trends we have uncovered
above. Even maintaining district fixed-effects, we
are able to examine whether local-roots legislators
behave distinctly in districts that may value localized
descriptive representation the most. While a full
theory and empirical exploration of constituent
demand for local representation lies beyond the
scope of the work here, we nevertheless build upon
previous work on representation to provide a series

31 Supplementary Table L.1 presents a summary of district charac-
teristics by binned values of log(Miles Born from District + 1),
including district-specific variables such as Percent Foreign Born
and Percent with BA Degree. These variables come from a combina-
tion of Foster-Molina (2017) and the American Community Survey
(downloaded from Social Explorer).
32 See selected models in Supplementary Tables M.1–M.3.
33 One notable exception, however, is that conservative districts—as
measured by Warshaw and Tausanovitch (2022) district ideology
estimates—seem to perform lower in bipartisanship, lower on party
unity, and higher in constituent-service staff allocation. We urge
some caution in interpreting these results, however, given the
severely restricted time period.
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of preliminary results in Tables 5 and 6. In the first of
these tables, we regress all three of our primary
dependent variables—staff allocation, cosponsor-
ship, and party unity—on subsets of our data, based
on a district’s education levels. In the second, we
endeavor to measure physical ties to geography by
running the same models, but with percentage of
residents living in a different state in the previous
year as our mediating variable. In both tables, Panel
A depicts districts that are below median in percent-
age with a bachelor’s degree over the course of our
dependent variable (Table 5) and previous out-of-

state residency (Table 6), while Panel B presents
districts that are above median in those variables.
For both variables (though to a greater extent for
education than previous residence), the results are
consistent with expectations. In fact, we find some
evidence that our main results are driven by particu-
larly noteworthy associations between local roots
and legislative behavior in below-median districts.
Indeed, effect sizes were as much as 50% and 300%
larger in cosponsor attraction and staff allocation,
respectively, in below-median districts compared to
our full-sample results.

TABLE 5. Member Birth Place and Differential Findings by % Bachelor’s Degree

Born in District (0/1) log(Miles Born from District + 1)

Staff Cospon. Party unity Staff Cospon. Party unity

Panel A: Below Median
Measure of local roots 4.168* −0.037** −0.552 −0.959** 0.006** 0.286

(2.220) (0.014) (1.235) (0.385) (0.002) (0.219)
Democrat −3.559 0.103** −5.315** −3.980 0.102** −5.226**

(2.793) (0.018) (1.715) (2.712) (0.018) (1.705)
Seniority −0.583** −0.004** −0.199* −0.554** −0.004** −0.195*

(0.197) (0.001) (0.111) (0.197) (0.001) (0.110)
Majority party 0.813 0.001 4.834** 0.926 −0.001 4.809**

(0.770) (0.011) (0.575) (0.775) (0.011) (0.579)
Member of power committees −1.699 −0.001 1.455* −1.870 −0.001 1.481*

(1.552) (0.012) (0.846) (1.578) (0.012) (0.844)
Committee chair −0.609 −0.038** 1.950* −0.798 −0.037** 1.990*

(2.483) (0.016) (1.059) (2.448) (0.016) (1.051)
Member is a woman −0.948 0.007 −2.097 −0.876 0.007 −2.201

(3.213) (0.022) (1.647) (2.982) (0.022) (1.653)
Same party presidential vote share −5.565 −0.055 11.541** −4.451 −0.056 11.666**

(10.428) (0.045) (3.407) (10.357) (0.045) (3.394)
Observations 974 5,051 5,243 974 5,051 5,243
Adjusted R2 0.598 0.408 0.769 0.600 0.407 0.770

Panel B: Above Median

Measure of local roots 0.373 −0.014 −1.481** −0.211 0.002 0.183
(1.072) (0.013) (0.750) (0.162) (0.002) (0.113)

Democrat −0.166 0.118** 0.207 −0.242 0.118** 0.225
(0.932) (0.014) (1.064) (0.927) (0.014) (1.065)

Seniority −0.302** −0.007** −0.201** −0.305** −0.007** −0.200**
(0.121) (0.001) (0.056) (0.120) (0.001) (0.056)

Majority party −0.042 −0.026** 4.191** −0.058 −0.026** 4.198**
(0.405) (0.005) (0.298) (0.405) (0.005) (0.299)

Member of power committees 1.424* −0.003 0.642 1.479* −0.004 0.622
(0.836) (0.010) (0.432) (0.833) (0.010) (0.431)

Committee chair 2.041* −0.002 0.043 2.061* −0.002 0.033
(1.149) (0.012) (0.491) (1.150) (0.012) (0.494)

Member is a woman 0.446 0.001 −0.622 0.651 0.001 −0.595
(1.176) (0.015) (0.926) (1.195) (0.015) (0.920)

Same party presidential vote share −4.939 0.247** 33.065** −5.060 0.246** 32.873**
(5.141) (0.063) (4.443) (5.120) (0.063) (4.449)

District fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Congress fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 3,343 5,170 5,252 3,343 5,170 5,252
Adjusted R2 0.511 0.511 0.752 0.511 0.511 0.752

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with district-clustered standard errors in parentheses. The unit of observation is the legislator-
Congress. **p<0.05, *p<0.10.
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Overall, while we take these results to be at least
consistent with our belief that local roots constitutes a
dimension of descriptive representation, they are cer-
tainly not dispositive. Future research should further
examine the demand for localized and geographic rep-
resentation. In addition to constituents’ physical ties to
their places of residence, it seems plausible that other
factors—including psychological, sociological, and
even ideological factors examined in relation to other
forms of descriptive representation—could influence
demand (and, consequently, supply) of localized
descriptive representation. Indeed, our hope is that
future research will explicitly connect Hunt’s work

and our own to constituent-level research on place-
based identity and resentment (e.g., Jacobs and Munis
2022).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

A legislator’s connection to their district is central to
representation, particularly in a polity with geographic
representation like the United States. Nevertheless, a
legislator’s relationship with her party also lies at the
heart of modern congressional behavior. As a result,
members of Congress face conflicts between district

TABLE 6. Member Birth Place and Differential Findings by Interstate Constituent Mobility

Born in District (0/1) log(Miles Born from District + 1)

Staff Cospon. Party unity Staff Cospon. Party unity

Panel A: Below Median
Measure of local roots 6.254** −0.013 −1.529** −1.252** 0.000 0.265*

(2.086) (0.027) (0.762) (0.333) (0.004) (0.136)
Democrat −1.030 0.133** −0.476 −1.536 0.133** −0.502

(1.810) (0.026) (1.047) (1.945) (0.026) (1.037)
Seniority −0.641** −0.005** −0.084 −0.520** −0.005** −0.074

(0.216) (0.002) (0.071) (0.200) (0.002) (0.072)
Majority party 0.530 −0.016* 3.648** 0.634 −0.016* 3.658**

(0.888) (0.009) (0.322) (0.871) (0.009) (0.321)
Member of power committees 1.226 −0.027 −0.159 0.963 −0.027* −0.178

(1.597) (0.016) (0.523) (1.567) (0.016) (0.524)
Committee chair 3.074 0.003 0.183 3.082 0.003 0.115

(2.391) (0.019) (0.827) (2.357) (0.019) (0.833)
Member is a woman −0.105 0.054* 1.057 −1.728 0.055* 1.027

(3.446) (0.029) (0.925) (3.564) (0.028) (0.935)
Same party presidential vote share 3.769 0.286** 15.553** 4.950 0.286** 15.253**

(8.292) (0.123) (5.414) (8.537) (0.123) (5.293)
Observations 866 1,524 1,544 866 1,524 1,544
Adjusted R2 0.442 0.542 0.675 0.449 0.542 0.676

Panel B: Above Median

Measure of local roots 0.929 −0.002 −0.132 −0.366 −0.003 0.129
(1.985) (0.022) (0.964) (0.256) (0.004) (0.153)

Democrat 0.103 0.054** −3.588** −0.095 0.053** −3.538**
(1.562) (0.025) (1.483) (1.559) (0.025) (1.480)

Seniority 0.213 −0.008** −0.095 0.200 −0.008** −0.093
(0.209) (0.003) (0.108) (0.208) (0.003) (0.108)

Majority party −0.023 0.009 4.112** −0.040 0.009 4.107**
(0.710) (0.009) (0.357) (0.707) (0.009) (0.356)

Member of power committees 1.803 0.019 0.808 1.683 0.019 0.832
(1.418) (0.020) (0.604) (1.402) (0.020) (0.607)

Committee chair 4.642 0.005 −0.122 4.635 0.004 −0.111
(3.032) (0.023) (0.712) (3.002) (0.023) (0.717)

Member is a woman −1.020 0.036 1.155 −0.846 0.037 1.121
(2.460) (0.031) (1.073) (2.447) (0.031) (1.071)

Same party presidential vote share −20.446** 0.578** 46.240** −20.569** 0.581** 46.123**
(6.251) (0.122) (6.754) (6.322) (0.124) (6.747)

District fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Congress fixed effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 862 1,533 1,538 862 1,533 1,538
Adjusted R2 0.600 0.432 0.618 0.602 0.432 0.618

Note: Estimates are from OLS regressions with district-clustered standard errors in parentheses. The unit of observation is the legislator-
Congress. Note that the data begin in 2007. **p<0.05, *p<0.10.
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and party that frame campaign messaging to research
allocation to policymaking behavior and beyond. Yet,
particularly in the modern Congress, members also
face sharp conflicts between localism and the growing
nationalization of American politics (e.g., Grumbach
2022). In this article, we analyze how legislators’ con-
nections to their district via birthplace shape their
legislative behavior in general—and how those con-
nections may influence their relationship to the party
specifically.
Generally speaking, we find that local-roots legisla-

tors behave in a manner consistent with descriptive
representation, systematically focusing on the district
more than nonlocal-roots legislators. Although local-
roots legislators do not exhibit large differences in
their roll-call records, we find that they build cospon-
sorship coalitions in amore bipartisan fashion and that
they are less likely to adopt party “soldier” or
“builder” legislative styles. In service of this style,
we also find that these legislators commit more staff
to constituency-service function, consistent with
Hunt’s depiction of local-roots legislators’ valence
appeals in campaigns. Thus, rather than enabling
legislators to pursue national policy influence, local
connections appear to encourage legislators to main-
tain a focus on district advocacy. However, we also
find evidence that these relationships are weakening,
both in strength and in the raw frequency of local-
roots connections.
What might these findings mean for the quality of

representation that constituents enjoy when they elect
a candidate with strong ties to the district? First, we
believe that there are mixed consequences for dyadic
representation. On the one hand, such representation
may enable a legislator to act in a manner more
broadly appealing within the district, rather than
maintaining stringent allegiance to a single party. On
the other, the district-heavy focus of local-roots legis-
lators could prevent them from influencing the most
important national policy issues of the day. It is not
clear on its face which type of representation is “best”
for constituents, and it is beyond our scope here to
provide arguments for one type of representation over
the other. Nevertheless, we do contend that changes
over the past 50 years could carry important implica-
tions for how scholars understand fundamental con-
cepts such as homestyle.
Second, these findings also have consequences for

the changing nature of collective representation in
the United States. Our data indicate that localism has
declined in modern times, with about 43% of the
116th Congress (2020) being born fewer than 10miles
away from their district in comparison to about 50%
in the 106th Congress (2000). Based on our results,
this indicates that modern members may be more
policy- and party-oriented than their predecessors,
potentially altering the nature of policy outputs and
national discourse (Grimmer 2013, 624). Further, it
also indicates that the pipeline to Congress may be
changing, as the diversity of members increases and
the potential pathways to election expand. Thus,
while Congress continues to be remarkably

local, we believe that these recent trends could indi-
cate that candidates may now be running based on
party networks or ties to national interest groups.
We hope that future research will investigate this
possibility.

Given our findings and the questions they generate,
future research should also continue to investigate the
relationship between local roots and other important
member activities. For instance, one could investigate
local roots and the procurement of federal grants.
Additionally, it would be useful to understand
whether local legislators are more likely to work with
other legislators from their communities—perhaps
helping to explain their greater tendency toward
bipartisanship in their cosponsor attraction. Finally,
scholars could also investigate whether similar rela-
tionships are demonstrated in the Senate. Although
our alternative results (Supplementary Table A.1)
indicate that state roots display similar impacts on
legislative behaviors as local roots, the larger and
more heterogeneous constituencies may lead to
important differences in Senator and House member
behavior. These questions represent only a small
number of consequences of local roots in office, a
feature of representation quite intentionally incorpo-
rated in the U.S. constitutional design but that, as
recent scholarship has forcefully underscored, has
gone under-explored in the study of Congress.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

The supplementary material for this article can be
found at https://doi.org/10.1017/S000305542400056X.
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