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Members of the public are often left choosing between two extreme candidates who 
will not represent the moderate, aggregate, public effectively. Cross-pressured mem-
bers of the U.S. Congress serve a constituency that votes for the opposite party at 
the national level. If there is any group of representatives that have an incentive 
to moderate their voting behavior, it is cross-pressured members. In this article, I 
show that cross-pressured members are more moderate than the average member of 
their party. This could provide constraints on rampant partisanship in the form of 
districts that are comfortable electing a representative of one party and voting for 
the president of the other. However, I show that these members are significantly less 
likely to be reelected. Thus a paradox exists in which cross-pressured members who 
moderate their voting behavior are no more likely to be rewarded for behaving the 
way citizens claim they want to represent.

Keywords: Political Parties, Polarization, Moderate, Moderation, United 
States, Congress, Representation, Cross-pressured Congressmen, Parti-
sanship, House of Representatives.

¿Una paradoja en la polarización?
Representantes de presión cruzada y el incentivo faltante para la 

moderación

Los miembros del público a menudo tienen la elección entre dos candidatos extre-
mos que no representarán al público moderado y agregado de manera efectiva. Los 
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miembros del Congreso sometidos a presión cruzada sirven a un distrito electoral 
que vota por el partido opuesto a nivel nacional. Si hay algún grupo de represent-
antes que tienen un incentivo para moderar su comportamiento de voto, se trata de 
miembros con presiones cruzadas. En este documento, muestro que los miembros con 
presiones cruzadas son más moderados que el miembro promedio de su partido. Esto 
podría restringir el partidismo desenfrenado en forma de distritos que se sienten 
cómodos al elegir a un representante de un partido y votar por el presidente del otro. 
Sin embargo, estos miembros tienen una probabilidad significativamente menor de 
ser reelegidos. Por lo tanto, existe una paradoja en la que los miembros con presiones 
cruzadas que moderan su comportamiento de voto no tienen más probabilidades de 
ser recompensados por comportarse de la manera en que los ciudadanos dicen que 
quieren representar.

Palabras clave: Partidos políticos, Polarización, Moderado, Estados Uni-
dos, Congreso, Representación, Congresistas de presión cruzada, Par-
tidismo, Cámara de Representantes.

两极分化的悖论？议员面临交叉压力，缓和民众失去动机

公众经常会在两位极端的候选人中做出选择, 而这两位候选人并不能有
效地代表普遍的温和派民众。交叉压力下的国会议员服务于在全国范围
内给敌对政党投票的选区民众。存在缓和民众投票行为动机的国会议员
都是处于交叉压力之下的。本文笔者表明, 交叉压力下的议员比自身党内
的其他普通议员态度更为温和。这可能会限制以乐于选举一个政党的代
表却投票给另一个政党领导的地区选民形式存在的党派关系。然而, 这些
议员获得连任的可能性要小得多。因此, 悖论便就此产生, 那些交叉压力
下想要缓和投票行为的议员不太可能因为按照民众想要代表的方式行事
而受到奖励。

关键词： 政党，两极分化，温和，美国，国会，代表，交叉压力下的国
会议员，党派关系，众议院

The American public regularly condemns a political system rife 
with partisan gridlock. In a 2014 study, close to 50 percent of Ameri-
cans believed that both political parties needed to compromise more 
(Pew Research Center 2014). Polarization is distasteful to a broad 
swath of the public (Klar and Krupnikov 2016). For many, the easiest 
place to see this hated polarization on display is in the halls of Congress  
(Levendusky 2009).
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A consistent plurality of Americans labels themselves as moderates 
(Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2006). Yet evidence shows that the 
ideological innocence found by Converse (1964) more than 50 years 
ago remains the same for most Americans today (Kinder and Kalmoe 
2017). Less than 40 percent of Americans have anything to say—positive 
or negative—about candidates for the House of Representatives (Dalton 
2013). At the same time, many Americans know little about the legisla-
tive process and do not like how it operates (Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 
1995). As a result, one assumes the public would reward members of 
Congress (MCs) who moderate their behavior.

Congress is more polarized now than in any other modern period, 
and we see fewer moderates elected. MCs are more extreme than the 
voters they represent (Gelman et al. 2010), and this trend is only exac-
erbated by newer members (Bafumi and Herron 2010). Furthermore, 
some longtime members have become less moderate due to pressure 
from their district (Nichols 2013).

Growing polarization in the electorate impacts what MCs see and 
hear from their constituency (Jacobson 2008). Americans now live in 
echo chambers where it is easy to ignore messages that disagree with 
one’s predispositions (Levendusky 2013). In many ways, MCs have an 
electorate that wants both polarization and moderation. Yet Mayhew’s 
(2004) axiom that MCs are single-minded seekers of reelection remains 
true. Although national trends are an “act of God” (Mayhew 2004), they 
are becoming more common. MCs, then, want to do everything in their 
power to remain in office.

One way of doing this is by attempting to make elections local. A 
member will focus on casework and constituent service in their reelection 
campaign (Jacobson 2008). A focus on past performance in the job alle-
viates the impact of partisanship. Reminding citizens of the incumbent’s 
beneficial activities helps reelection because the average American pays 
little attention to politics. However, we know that MCs are influenced 
by constituents in many ways and respond to constituent ideology (Erik-
son and Wright 2005). We also know that salient issues impact electoral 
chances (Gilens 2005; Monroe 1998; Wright and Berkman 1986). Legisla-
tors listen to public opinion when it is electorally salient to do so (Hill and 
Hurley 1999; W. E. Miller and Stokes 1963). When public opinion shifts 
on an issue, Congress often reacts by changing policy (Bartels 1991; Page 
and Shapiro 1983; Peterson et al. 2003). MCs will change their behavior 
to better represent their constituents (Adams 1997; Brady and Schwartz 
1995; Gohmann and Ohsfeldt 1994; Karol 2009). Thus, we know that MCs 
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desire reelection and work with that goal in mind. Yet scant research looks 
at the behavior of members from moderate districts. If constituents sanc-
tion members on voting behavior in a moderate district, we would expect 
MCs to moderate for electoral benefit. Are these members different from 
a typical partisan because they represent a moderate district?

Recent research has studied those who claim to desire moderate 
behavior. Independents prioritize compromise more than fighting for 
policy gains, but leaning partisans punish members from their own party 
for doing so (Klar and Krupnikov 2016). The answer may be simple in 
that partisans loathe it when their party compromises, even if they like 
the idea in theory (Carson et al. 2010; Harbridge and Malhotra 2011; 
Harbridge, Malhotra, and Harrison 2014). In essence, we claim to abhor 
the very behavior we punish individuals for not doing (Bauer, Yong, and 
Krupnikov 2017; Klar and Krupnikov 2016). However, the present article 
does not look specifically at members who represent districts that most 
likely declare moderation as a value. Instead, this study looks at the effects 
of representing a moderate district on an MC’s behavior and chances of 
reelection. Specifically, it looks at members who are cross-pressured. A 
cross-pressured member is one whose district votes with the other party 
for president. Hence, a Democratic representative in a district that voted 
for McCain or Romney would be cross-pressured. The first goal of this 
study is thus to test whether these members do indeed moderate their 
behavior vis-à-vis other members in their party. Second, do these moder-
ate members gain an electoral advantage for moderating?

I find that cross-pressured MCs are more moderate than other mem-
bers of their party. For example, Democrats who are cross-pressured are 
more conservative than a typical Democrat in the House. Republicans 
who are cross-pressured are more liberal than the typical Republican 
in the House. Cross-pressured members have more difficulty winning 
reelection, even as they moderate voting behavior. This results in a 
paradox where those MCs who are less partisan than their peers, repre-
senting a district that seemingly values moderation, are less likely than 
partisan members to win reelection.

The next section of this article outlines the theory and hypotheses. 
The following section discusses the data and methods. I then present 
findings from the statistical tests, before concluding.

Theory and Hypotheses

MCs respond to constituency opinion. Yet polarization changes one’s 
constituency (Abramowitz 2010). Fenno (1978) showed that MCs see 
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several different constituencies rather than one aggregate constituency. 
Often, MCs tailor remarks for each specific constituency. MCs also rep-
resent the policy preferences of constituents (Ansolabehere and Jones 
2010; Erikson and Wright 2005; Hill and Hurley 1999; W. E. Miller and 
Stokes 1963). Thus, it is logical to presume that MCs follow the prefer-
ences of the majority of their constituency.

Recent evidence accounting for the rising polarization argues this is 
not the case. Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart (2001) find that district-
level concerns exerted pressure on Congressional candidates in the 
past. Now, however, the pressure for ideological consistency comes from 
the national party. Voting behavior in Congress aligns more with the 
primary electorate than the general electorate (Brady, Han, and Pope 
2007; Wright 1989). Bafumi and Herron (2010) show that new MCs are 
more extreme than previous members, leapfrogging the public. Even in 
competitive districts, candidates shirk the mean district ideology in favor 
of activists and interest groups (Powell 1982). In short, one could argue 
that parties do not care about policy representation. Instead, they care 
about winning an ideological war with the other party for the public’s 
support (Hussey and Zaller 2011).

Citizens punish representatives who vote against their interest (Anso-
labehere and Jones 2010), but it is often difficult for the average person 
to know when that has taken place. Political knowledge, which has a low 
average and high variance (Converse 1990), helps citizens understand 
policy-specific knowledge (Gilens 2001). When citizens do have knowl-
edge on issues, they use it to make decisions about that policy (Bullock 
2011). This is especially true if they have confidence in their knowledge 
(Gerber et al. 2011). Even with low political knowledge, most Americans 
have preferences on important bills. And many constituents use these 
beliefs to keep legislators accountable (Ansolabehere and Jones 2010).

The interests of competing groups lead to disagreements due to 
a desire for close policy representation. One can focus on winning 
the support of knowledgeable citizens (Dalton 2013; Gilens 2005). 
Another related group of individuals an MC draws support from is 
the wealthy (Bartels 2008; Gilens 2012). Members also often focus on 
the desires of the primary constituency (Brady, Han, and Pope 2007; 
Brady and Schwartz 1995; Layman et al. 2010). The consensus view, 
then, is that these are the most important constituencies for a mem-
ber of Congress and their electoral chances. This leads representatives 
to be extreme. As a result, the moderate representation an average 
American desires does not exist (Bafumi and Herron 2010; G. Miller 
and Schofield 2003, 2008).
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But this is not the end of the story. Americans claim they want mod-
erate representation (Harbridge, Malhotra, and Harrison 2014). Fur-
thermore, they are weary of the gridlock and polarization in Congress. I 
focus on the group most likely to engage with the other side and behave 
in moderate ways. Cross-pressured representatives “live in the middle” of 
party activists, pulling them to ideological extremity, and a district that 
votes in incongruous ways. Cross-pressured members serve districts that 
vote for presidential candidates of the opposite party. These members 
ought to have the most incentive to moderate, as they represent a dis-
trict whose national-level ideology does not match the MCs party. Insight 
from other work suggests that these individuals would be no different 
than other MCs (see, for example, Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 
2001; Bafumi and Herron 2010). In short, these members see growing 
polarization. Yet they represent a district that votes for the other party’s 
presidential candidate.

There is evidence, then, that MCs do concern themselves with con-
stituent preferences and that constituents hold members accountable. 
Some members may engage in particularistic service to reap electoral 
benefits (Ashworth and de Mesquita 2006). Others may only focus on 
what the party activists in the district desire (Brady, Han, and Pope 
2007). We know that issues matter for elections (Ansolabehere and 
Jones 2010; Erikson and Wright 2005), and that MCs believe they are 
constantly vulnerable (King 1997).

But, we simply do not know how these particular members behave 
(Grofman et al. 2000). There is little evidence with which to know any-
thing about how cross-pressured members differ or align with their 
copartisans. So we do not know if they are more moderate than their 
copartisans. We also do not know if they win reelection at the same rate 
as other members who are not caught in this position. If these mem-
bers do moderate and win reelection, we can be confident that these 
districts do indeed reward moderation. However, if cross-pressured 
members moderate and lose reelection contests, there is little incentive 
to moderate.

As a result, two main questions drive this study. First, do cross-
pressured members of the House moderate their legislative behavior? 
An answer in either direction is important for the study of Congres-
sional behavior. If cross-pressured members do not moderate, it would 
most likely be indicative of polarization’s impact. It would represent 
the effects of partisanship on all members without prejudice. Cross-
pressured members should be most likely to assert differences with their 
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party’s platform. If this is true, one can deduce that district-level factors 
do impact legislative behavior.

I argue here that cross-pressured members are more likely to mod-
erate voting behavior compared with copartisans. As discussed above, 
legislative behavior impacts how constituents see candidates. These MCs 
understand they are representing a constituency that values the other 
party, at least at the presidential level. So, they will be more likely to 
engage in any activity that encourages their chance of reelection (May-
hew 2004). This leads to the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: Cross-pressured members are likely to be significantly 
more moderate, in their ideal point estimates, than other members 
of the same party in their voting behavior. This effect is true for both 
Democrats and Republican.

Cross-pressured members may seek reelection at a lower rate than 
those who are not cross-pressured, and I expect the incumbency rate to 
be lower among this group. Descriptive analysis shows that the average 
number of terms completed is lower for cross-pressured members in 
four of the five sessions, and a t test confirms there is a significant differ-
ence in the average terms served between cross-pressured and noncross-
pressured MCs (as Table 4 shows later in this article). I expect cross-
pressured members to be significantly more likely to lose reelection 
bids than other members seeking reelection, even when controlling for 
members who are moderate. In other words, it is being cross-pressured 
and not being moderate that makes one less likely to be reelected. Thus, 
there is no incentive to moderate for individuals who represent districts 
that are cross-pressured because moderation does not increase reelec-
tion rates. This leads to my second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Cross-pressured members will lose reelection bids more 
often than other members seeking reelection to the House of Repre-
sentatives. This is true regardless of whether or not the cross-pressured 
member moderates voting behavior.

Data and Method

I focus on the 109th to 113th U.S. House in this article. Both parties 
controlled the House during this period and each party saw the rise of 
national issues sweeping them into power. The outcomes of the 2006 
and 2010 elections were heavily influenced by national waves. Yet the 
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1Mathematically, I determine the national PVI by adding the entire votes cast for the previous 
two elections for the Democratic candidate. Then I divide this number by the total votes cast. 
The Cook PVI method looks at only two-party votes cast, and I follow suit. I follow the same 
method for creating the PVI for each district.

2008 and 2012 elections had the focus of a presidential election, and 
2014 was a low turnout midterm election. As a result, there were a wide 
variety of sessions and electoral constraints alive during this time. One 
could make the case that each of these were elections where a rational 
MC would focus on national ideology (Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stew-
art 2001).

The preceding discussion also leads to the expectation that politi-
cians will be prospective. This means they generally know the constitu-
ency that will be voting in the next election (Fenno 1978; Hayes, Hib-
bing, and Sulkin 2010). Thus, for the purposes of this study, I am most 
interested in how representatives behave before they are cross-pressured. 
In other words, cross-pressured members know their reelection constitu-
ency votes for the other party at the national level. So, I look at behavior 
in the 109th U.S. House (2005–2006) in relation to the 2006 election. 
This pattern continues, and I look at members of the 113th U.S. House 
(2013–2014) leading into the 2014 election.

I measure cross-pressured members through the same method 
employed by the Cook Partisan Voting Index (PVI). The PVI averages 
the district-level vote for each party’s presidential candidate over the last 
two cycles. One then must determine the average district vote for each 
party. Next, the PVI compares how each district relates compared with 
the average district over the last two cycles. For instance, assume the 
Democratic presidential candidate averages 51 percent of the vote over 
the last two cycles. One would compare how a specific district voted over 
the same period. Thus, if the average for a district was 55 percent voting 
for the Democratic candidate, the PVI would be DEM+4.1 The range of 
PVI is DEM+43 to GOP+32. The median district is GOP+2, and half of 
all districts exist between DEM+10 and GOP+10.

Table 1 presents a descriptive view of cross-pressured MCs. In our 
time of interest, 246 members were cross-pressured, which means they 
represent a district that favored the other party candidate more than the 
average district. This represents 11 percent of all members of the House 
throughout this time. Yet one must also mention the significant decrease 
in this population starting in the 112th House. Table 1 also indicates that 
most of the cross-pressured MCs are Democrats.
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One could argue that cross-pressured members are no different than 
marginal members. Yet the evidence indicates these are different phe-
nomena. Being a cross-pressured MC predicts legislative behavior better 
than does a marginal victory. This effect is the same even when looking 
at being marginal in the previous election. The appendix uses models 
that incorporate both variables in analysis to demonstrate this point.

Mayhew (1974) defines a marginal district in two specific ways. The 
strictest measure is when the Democratic two-party vote is between 
45 percent and 55 percent for the legislative seat. The more relaxed 
variable is when the vote is between 40 percent and 60 percent of the 
two-party vote. There are more marginal representatives than there are 
cross-pressured MCs. In this series, 297 members won their election with 
less than 55 percent of the two-party vote, and 644 with less than 60 per-
cent. This compares to 246 members who are cross-pressured.

Arguing that being cross-pressured and being marginal are the same 
concept falls short when looking at correlations (see Table 2). One 
notices a weak relationship, at best, between the two concepts. The 
strongest correlation is .28, which is between being cross-pressured and 
winning less than 60 percent of the vote. Using Mayhew’s measure of 
“marginal” leads to an inconsistent relationship with legislative behavior. 
The relationship between being cross-pressured and legislative behav-
ior is stronger and more consistent. As a result, it seems prudent that 
research should focus on cross-pressured members rather than marginal 
districts.

I test MC behavior through the use of DW-NOMINATE scores. I con-
duct initial tests with the ideal point estimates. This allows us to see if 
there is an impact for being a cross-pressured member. The main goal 
is to see if cross-pressured MCs deviate from their party in a discernible 
fashion. Thus, I used the ideal point estimates to derive the median and 
mean point estimates for each party and each session of Congress (see 
Table 3). The DW-NOMINATE system uses a positive score to show one 

Table 1.
Cross-pressured Membership in the U.S. House.

Variable
109th 
house

110th 
house

111th 
house

112th 
house

113th 
house Total

Cross-pressured 56 62 77 32 20 246
Democrat cross-pressured 27 44 68 20 14 173
Republican cross-pressured 29 18   8 12   6   73
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is a conservative, and a negative score indicates one is liberal. As Table 
3 shows, there are large and increasing differences between the parties’ 
ideal points.

I derive the difference between each representative and the median 
and mean for their party. The variable is coded so that a negative score 
means one is more liberal than the median of their party. A positive 
score indicates that one is more conservative than the median or mean 
of the party. This is the same for both Democrats and Republicans.

This measurement choice may seem counter-intuitive at first. Yet I 
do this for a few reasons. First, this is the same classification used by 
the DW-NOMINATE measure where a negative score is liberal and a 
positive score is conservative. Second, I test the hypotheses separately 
for Democrats and Republicans. This means, we expect cross-pressured 
Democrats to have a positive number as it relates to the Democratic 
median, but we expect cross-pressured Republicans to have scores below 
the Republican median. As a result, this choice does not change the 
outcome of analysis; it only means the expectations for each party is the 
reverse of each other.

Table 2.
Correlation between Marginal and Cross-pressured.

Variable
Marginal 

40
Marginal 

45
Marginal 40 
last election

Marginal 45 
last election

Marginal 40  
Marginal 45 .615  
Marginal 40 last election .400 .290  
Marginal 45 last election .353 .284 .607  
Cross-pressured .280 .253 .215 .202

Table 3.
Median and Mean Ideal Point Estimates by Party.

Variable
109th 
house

110th 
house

111th 
house

112th 
house

113th 
house

Median GOP point 0.595 0.632 0.686 0.723 0.732
Mean GOP point 0.610 0.641 0.677 0.707 0.723
Median DEM point −0.368 −0.352 −0.341 −0.393 −0.388
Mean DEM point −0.365 −0.343 −0.333 −0.384 −0.378
Median difference 0.963 0.984 1.027 1.116 1.112
Mean difference 0.975 0.984 1.010 1.091 1.101
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There are several other variables I include in the analysis. First, I cre-
ate a variable for the number of terms served, with partial terms counted 
as a whole term. I include this variable because long-serving MCs have 
stronger reelection chances. This allows me to determine if those who 
are cross-pressured and long serving behave differently than those who 
have not been in Congress long. It also allows for testing the relationship 
between terms served and moderation as well as reelection rates.

Second, I include a dummy variable for political party because of 
the central role that partisanship has in Congressional voting behavior 
(McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2008). Third, I create a dummy vari-
able looking at whether a member seeks reelection. One cannot win 
reelection if they do not seek it. This allows for testing the relationship 
between seeking reelection and being cross-pressured. Next, I create a 
dummy variable looking at whether the representative wins reelection. 
This allows me to compare rates of reelection.

Finally, I create variables that look at the impact of spending on 
campaigns and challenger quality. We know that campaign spending 
has increased drastically in recent elections (Jacobson 2008). I look at 
reported incumbent spending, and the ratio between incumbents and 
challengers. I also include a dummy variable for having a quality chal-
lenger. Quality challengers are more rare than ever before (Carson, 
Engstrom, and Roberts 2007), but we know they can impact incumbent 
strategy (Druckman, Kifer, and Parkin 2009). Table 4 shows the descrip-
tive statistics of these variables. For example, 235 out of the 438 who 
served in the 109th U.S. House were Republicans. The average House 
member had served 5.8 terms heading into the 2006 election. A total of 
404 MCs sought reelection, and 375 were successful, for a retention rate 
of 93 percent. Only two of the 20 who lost did so in a primary.

Findings

Table 5 looks at whether being a cross-pressured MC impacts one’s 
legislative behavior. I test for the impact of several variables on ideal 
point estimates. I use a dummy variable for being a Republican and if 
one is running for reelection and a variable for how many terms one 
has completed. I use the PVI as a continuous variable because the range 
is 75 points from DEM+43 to GOP +32. I also use a variable for the 
money ratio between incumbent and challenger. Due to the existence of 
heteroskedasticity, I use robust standard errors in each of my models. I 
tested the models for multicollinearity, and in none of the models is the 
variance inflation factor (VIF) larger than 2.
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These models only test for a relationship with ideal points and not 
if one is more moderate than their party. Yet the results show there is a 
relationship between being cross-pressured and conservative behavior. 
This is true for three sessions and the aggregate series. The aggregate 
effect is 0.058, which is equal to 11 percent of a standard deviation in 
DW-NOMINATE scores throughout the series. This finding makes sense, 
given that 173 of 246 cross-pressured members are Democrats.

There are other important findings to address related to Table 5. 
Being a Republican has the strongest relationship with ideal point con-
servatism. For every term that an incumbent completes, they are more 
likely to have liberal ideal points. Interestingly, running for reelection 
has no consistent relationship with legislative behavior. This is most 
likely because of the strong incumbency advantage. Most MCs seek to 
make a career out of serving in Congress (Polsby 1968). So, many mem-
bers act as if they are always running for reelection (King 1997). Finally, 
the PVI plays a significant role in ideal point estimation. Increasing the 
Republican leaning of a district by 1 point leads an MC to be 0.004 more 
conservative. The difference between the most Democratic district and 
most Republican district is 75 units of PVI. The maximal effect of PVI is 
0.300 as it relates to DW-NOMINATE scores.

Table 6 presents the results of a model where I look at the distance to 
the party median for Democratic MCs. This specifically tests the legisla-
tive behavior of Democrats compared with each other. I do not include 
party in these models because I have already controlled for this in the 
dependent variable. Once again, I use robust standard errors due to 
heteroskedasticity in some models of Table 6. I also tested to make sure 
that multicollinearity was not a concern. We expect to find a positive 
relationship with being cross-pressured and difference to the median. 
This would mean that cross-pressured MCs are more conservative than 
the median Democrat.

The data presented in Table 6 provide strong support for Hypothesis 
1. In every single session being a cross-pressured Democrat makes one 
more likely to moderate compared with other Democrats. The substan-
tive effect of being a cross-pressured Democrat is striking. In the aggre-
gate series, we expect a cross-pressured Democrat to be 1.07 standard 
deviations more conservative than other Democrats. In three of the five 
sessions, the effect is at least 0.80 standard deviations. I use a t test to 
compare the average difference with the Democratic median for cross-
pressured members compared with copartisans. Although I do not show 
this analysis, there is a significant difference in each session of the House.
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One may argue that being cross-pressured does not impact voting 
behavior. Instead, it may be district-level ideology. As a proxy for this, I 
use the PVI. This allows me to test for the impact of each variable on vot-
ing behavior, controlling for the other. Similar to being cross-pressured, 
PVI has a significant effect in all five sessions. Table 6 highlights the max-
imal effect of PVI on a cross-pressured Democrat. I multiply the coeffi-
cient by the largest Republican advantage for a Democrat. In the 109th 
session this is GOP+18, and in the 111th House this is GOP+25. This 
creates the maximal effect for cross-pressured Democrats in the House. 
This effect is in addition to being cross-pressured. Hence, the represen-
tative who was in a GOP+18 district in the 109th House was likely to be 
1.52 standard deviations more conservative than other Democrats. Thus, 
district-level ideology is a separate factor from being cross-pressured and 
has its own substantive effect on legislative behavior.

The interaction between being cross-pressured and PVI is significant 
during the 112th House. This means that there is a stronger impact to 
being cross-pressured added to district ideology. For a cross-pressured 
Democrat in a district that is GOP+10, we expect that individual to be 
0.137 points more conservative than the median. This is 1.1 standard 
deviations away from the median.

The appendix shows the results of looking at differences to the 
Democratic mean with the same results. The only variable that leads 
Democrats toward liberal voting behavior is the length of service. As a 
Democratic representative serves in Congress more, he or she will move 
to the left. But Table 6 clearly shows that, controlling for several factors, 
being cross-pressured leads a Democrat to vote more conservatively than 
his or her party. At the same time, as a district becomes more Republi-
can, we see the legislative behavior moving in the same direction. As a 
result, I confirm Hypothesis 1 as it relates to Democrats.

Table 7 looks at the results of the same tests for Republicans. As a 
reminder, we expect being a cross-pressured Republican to have a nega-
tive relationship with difference to the median. This is because liberal 
scores are below the median for the party. The findings for Republicans 
(Table 7) are somewhat different than for Democrats (Table 6). Only 
in two sessions, the 110th and 111th, is there a significant moderating 
effect for being a cross-pressured Republican. These were sessions lead-
ing into the 2008 and 2010 election. When being cross-pressured does 
lead to moderation the effects are strong. In the 110th House, being 
cross-pressured leads a Republican to be 0.9 standard deviations more 
liberal than the median Republican MC. The pooled analysis predicts 
that cross-pressured Republicans are more liberal than those who are 
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not cross-pressured. The effect for the entire series is equal to 0.53 stan-
dard deviations from the median. Yet this is smaller than the effect for 
being a cross-pressured Democrat, which was 1.07 standard deviations.

One finds a less consistent relationship between Republican legisla-
tive behavior and PVI as well. The models in Table 7 show that district 
ideology only predicts differences from Republican Party median in 
three of the five sessions. Thus, it does nothing to test partisan iden-
tification of the MC. Finally, the number of terms completed plays a 
significant role in legislative behavior in most sessions. The results show 
that a Republican becomes slightly more liberal as they complete each 
term. Thus, no relationships are as strong for Republicans (Table 7) as 
those found for Democrats (Table 6). But looking at the pooled analysis 
shows that cross-pressured Republicans are more moderate than their 
copartisans. As a result, this study confirms Hypothesis 1 and agrees that 
being cross-pressured predicts moderation.

This effect occurs even when controlling for district-level ideology 
separately through PVI. We also find a consistent relationship when 
looking at PVI. Both Democrats and Republicans are more conserva-
tive for every increase in Republican presidential support. So, being 
cross-pressured increases moderation. However, there is a significant 
and independent effect for each unit change in district ideology. This 
variable includes those who are cross-pressured and those who are not 
cross-pressured. The effect of PVI does mute the overall impact of being 
cross-pressured. But these variables are complementary in nature. In 
essence, a better way of thinking about this is through considering them 
as two effects leading to the same thing for cross-pressured members.

It is important to extrapolate on why there are clearer results for 
Democrats than for Republicans. Remember, this analysis shows that 
cross-pressured members, regardless of party, are more moderate than 
their copartisans. Cross-pressured Democrats are more conservative and 
cross-pressured Republicans are more liberal than their peers. It also 
shows that district-level ideology predicts differences with the party. So, 
district composition—in terms of ideology and being cross-pressured—
impacts Democrats more than it does Republicans.

One may argue this is because Republicans have grown much more 
conservative in recent years. The mean Republican ideal point has 
increased from 0.6 in the 109th session to 0.723 in the 113th session. To 
provide context, Paul Ryan had an ideal point estimate of 0.75 in the 
109th House. This made him the 23rd most conservative member in the 
House. Yet, in the 113th session, Ryan’s ideal point estimate had grown 



Benjamin T.  Tol l

SPRING 2019    79

2Jones’s ideal point estimate is interesting. In the 112th House, it was 0.082, and in the 113th, it 
was 0.042. The second dimension estimate for Jones in the 113th session was 0.831. Thus, he was 
more moderate on economic issues than on social issues. Yet Jones represents a district that is 
GOP+10 in the 113th House. Similarly, the estimate for Sensenbrenner is outside of the tradi-
tional range of −1 to 1. I used the updated version from September 2015 found on voteview.org.

more conservative. His new estimate was 0.858, but it was only the 53rd 
most conservative.

Democrats, however, have stayed more consistent throughout the 
five sessions. In the 109th session, the Democratic mean was −0.365, 
and in the 113th session, it had become slightly more liberal at −0.378. 
Maxine Waters, a Representative from California’s 43rd district, had an 
ideal point estimate of −0.666 in the 109th session making her the fourth 
most liberal member in the House. In the 113th session, her ideal point 
estimate had moved to −0.554, making her the 13th most liberal mem-
ber of the House.

Yet this does not explain why Democrats are more influenced by 
being cross-pressured than are Republicans. A more moderate Congres-
sional Caucus would actually suggest smaller room for divergence. As 
seen in Tables 6 and 7, the standard deviation around the median ideal 
point is smaller for Democrats than Republicans. But, it is the mem-
bers of the more moderate Democratic Party that are the most likely to 
moderate. They respond to the effects of being cross-pressured more 
clearly. Democrats also respond more consistently to district ideology as 
it relates to PVI. This result occurs even though it is Republicans who 
have become more extreme in recent years.

Another potential reason for why cross-pressured Republicans are 
less likely to moderate is the larger standard deviation in the party. 
Table 7 shows that as Republicans have become more conservative, 
there is also more disagreement within the party. The Republican cau-
cus housed Walter Jones (NC-3) with an ideal point estimate of 0.042. 
But, it also had Jim Sensenbrenner (WI-5) with an estimate of 1.234.2 In 
short, there is more variance among Republicans even as they become 
more conservative. Democrats have a smaller difference. Their caucus 
included Ron Barber (AZ-2), who lost reelection at −0.088, and Jim 
McDermott (WA-7) at −0.678.

Yet there are reasons to suggest that Democrats would be less likely to 
moderate than Republicans. The Blue Dog Democrat Coalition consists 
of close to 20 members that label themselves conservative. The Tuesday 
group consists of close to 50 members of the Republican party who seek 
to counterbalance the power of the Freedom Caucus.
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There is also wider variance in the PVI represented by Democrats 
than by Republicans. For instance, Jim Matheson was a Democratic MC 
representing a constituency with a PVI of GOP+18. Charlie Rangel 
represented a constituency in the same caucus with a PVI of DEM+42. 
For Republicans, the largest PVI deficit was Joseph Cao at DEM+24. 
It should be noted that Cao won his seat (LA-2) largely because of the 
criminal trial facing the incumbent William Jefferson in 2008. Cao lost 
his reelection bid in 2010. The largest Republican advantage is GOP 
+32. Thus, the PVI range for Democrat MCs is larger at 60 than it is for 
Republicans at 56.

This difference in moderation may also be the result of more Demo-
cratic districts that are safe. Only four districts have a PVI greater than 
GOP+30, whereas there are 102 Democratic districts with the same 
advantage. It is beyond the scope of this article to test the effects of this 
asymmetry. However, this packing of Democrats into safe districts could 
lead those Democrats in less safe districts to moderate.

The simplest alternative for this is that fewer Republicans are cross-
pressured (see Table 1). Only 73 of the 246 cross-pressured MCs in the 
five sessions were Republicans. Put another way, only 6.7 percent of 
Republicans in these sessions were cross-pressured, and 15.6 percent of 
Democrats were cross-pressured. As a result, fewer Republicans feel the 
need to moderate behavior compared with their copartisans. They are 
less likely to be cross-pressured and represent districts that heavily favor 
the Democratic presidential candidate.

In the appendix, I test for the independent impact that being in a 
marginal district may have. The effects of being in a marginal district 
sometimes have a significant relationship with moderating legislative 
behavior. Nevertheless, the effect is much smaller than it is for being a 
cross-pressured member. The results from Tables 6 and 7 highlight that 
the district’s composition impacts MC voting behavior. It is not through 
being in a “marginal” district. Instead, cross-pressured MCs are likely to 
moderate voting behavior compared with copartisans (Hypothesis 1).

The second set of appendix tables includes models with a dummy 
variable for being in the South (confederate states). The results from 
Tables 6 and 7 remain consistent. Regardless of party, being from the 
South makes one more conservative. But, being cross-pressured remains 
a significant predictor of legislative behavior. The final models I run cre-
ate an interactive variable for being cross-pressured and the number of 
terms completed. In none of the terms is the interactive term significant. 
This suggests that long-serving cross-pressured members are no different 
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in voting behavior than are newer cross-pressured members. None of 
these different models affect the results in Tables 6 and 7.

Next, the analysis turns to Hypothesis 2 which argues that even 
though cross-pressured members moderate, they are less likely to win 
reelection than other members of their party. I measure this through 
creating a variable for moderation by including any member who is 
more than one standard deviation toward the center from his or her 
party. Thus, if a Democrat is more than one standard deviation more 
conservative than the median Democrat, I label them as a moderate. If 
a Republican is one standard deviation more liberal than the median 
Republican, I measure them as a moderate. For instance, this could 
apply to a Republican with an ideal point lower than 0.44 in the 109th 
House and a Democrat with an ideal point greater than −0.243 in the 
109th House. There are 185 Democrat moderates, with 114 of those 
being cross-pressured. There are 163 Republican moderates, and 33 of 
these individuals are cross-pressured. The first way I test Hypothesis 2 is 
to look at reelection rates for those who seek reelection (Table 8).

The most important finding is also the clearest in Table 8. There is a 
negative relationship between being cross-pressured and winning reelec-
tion. In all five sessions, the effect is strong. Because the coefficients of 
logit models are difficult to interpret, I include the odds ratio at the bot-
tom of Table 8. It suggests that a cross-pressured member in the 109th 
House, holding all else equal, was 23.2 percent as likely to return to 
Congress than one who is not cross-pressured. The highest odds ratio 
for a cross-pressured member is 27.5 percent. Throughout the entire 
series, cross-pressured members are 0.086 times as likely to be reelected 
compared with MCs who are not cross-pressured. One also notices the 
consistent negative relationship when facing a quality challenger and 
winning reelection. Furthermore, the number of terms completed and 
ideal point estimates are only significant in one session.

The impact of party is important to disentangle. Being a Republican 
harms reelection rates in 2006 (following 109th House) and 2008. How-
ever, it helps in 2014 (following 113th House). This makes sense, given 
the political climate in those elections. In sum, the above confirms the 
first part of Hypothesis 2: being cross-pressured makes it less likely that 
one will win reelection.

These models will help to determine if it is being a moderate or 
being cross-pressured that makes one less likely to be reelected. There is 
a relationship between being cross-pressured and being a moderate, as 
discussed above. I try to solve this problem by testing for endogeneity. But 
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Table 8.
Logit Model of Winning.

Variable
109th 
house

110th 
house

111th 
house

112th 
house

113th 
house

109th–
113th 
house

Cross-
pressured

−1.540***
(0.463)

−1.291*
(0.738)

−3.321***
(0.513)

−2.94***
(0.593)

−1.965**
(0.797)

−2.449***
(0.218)

Terms 
completed

−0.017
(0.053)

0.078
(0.079)

0.129**
(0.056)

0.120
(0.077)

0.032
(0.082)

0.070***
(0.026)

Ideal point 1.942
(1.492)

1.484
(1.914)

1.637
(1.655)

1.483
(1.801)

−6.410*
(3.360)

0.504
(0.678)

GOP −3.078**
(1.401)

−3.454*
(1.923)

1.115
(1.457)

−2.115
(1.910)

8.402**
(3.873)

−0.570
(0.660)

Money ratio 0.002
(0.005)

0.432**
(0.216)

0.011
(0.010)

−0.0006*
(0.0004)

0.176
(0.157)

1.94e−6

(0.00002)
Quality 

challenger
−1.125**
(0.462)

−1.405**
(0.627)

−2.12***
(0.464)

−1.334**
(0.532)

−1.325*
(0.721)

−1.450***
(0.207)

Constant 4.748*** 4.061*** 3.059*** 4.298*** 0.965 3.581***
Model 

pseudo-R2
.154 .244 .537 .243 .425 .237

n 402 398 391 370 387 1,948
Odds ratio 

of cross-
pressured

0.232 0.275 0.036 0.053 0.140 0.086

*Coefficient significance = .1. **Coefficient significance = .05. ***Coefficient significance < .01.

they also test somewhat different groups. In total, 114 of the 173 cross-
pressured Democrats are also moderates. And 33 of the 73 cross-pressured 
Republicans are moderate. This represents overlap, but it does not repre-
sent the exact same set of individuals.

The first model of Table 9 looks at Democrat chances of winning 
reelection. The results show that being cross-pressured makes one less 
likely to win reelection. Holding all else constant, the probability of a 
cross-pressured Democrat winning reelection is 0.692 (0.553, 0.831). 
This compares with a probability of 0.969 for Democrats who are not 
cross-pressured. Being a moderate Democrat has no impact on one’s 
chances of reelection. But being a cross-pressured and moderate Demo-
crat does have an impact. What this means is that one who falls into the 
category of being cross-pressured and one standard deviation more con-
servative than the average Democrat is more likely to win reelection than 
one who is not moderate. In other words, being a moderate Democrat 
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does not help reelection. Yet being a moderate cross-pressured Demo-
crat helps one mitigate these factors slightly. This reelection rate is still 
about 20 percent below one who is not cross-pressured (0.791 compared 
with 0.969).

The second model of Table 9 looks at Republicans. It continues to 
find evidence indicating the problem of being cross-pressured. The 

Table 9.
Logit Model of Winning, with Moderation Included for 109th to 113th U.S. House.

Variable Democrats Republicans Both parties

Cross-pressured −2.868***
(0.467)

−1.942***
(0.487)

−2.732***
(0.294)

Terms completed 0.051
(0.034)

0.092**
(0.045)

0.069***
(0.027)

Ideal point −2.082
(1.465)

2.554**
(1.286)

0.281
(0.683)

GOP −0.340
(0.656)

Money ratio 0.001
(0.003)

−0.0004*
(0.0002)

1.77e−6

(0.00002)
Quality challenger −1.514***

(0.291)
−1.145***
(0.318)

−1.408***
(0.208)

DEM moderate −0.587
(0.595)

 

Democrat cross-pressured moderate 1.175*
(0.660)

 

Republican moderate 0.127
(0.562)

 

Republican cross-pressured moderate 0.518
(0.761)

 

Moderate −0.611*
(0.347)

Cross-pressured moderate 0.944**
(0.475)

GOP PVI 0.024*
(0.013)

 

DEM PVI 0.954***
(0.016)

 

Constant 3.153*** 1.096 3.586***
Model pseudo-R2 .308 .190 .241
n 996 952 1,948

Note. PVI = Partisan Voting Index.
*Coefficient significance = .1. **Coefficient significance = .05. ***Coefficient significance < .01.
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probability of a Republican who is not cross-pressured being reelected 
is 0.957, and that probably decreases to 0.791 for one who is cross-pres-
sured. Being cross-pressured does not help Republicans or Democrats 
win reelection. Furthermore, moderating behavior as a Republican does 
not help win reelection. The interaction between being a moderate and 
being cross-pressured has no statistical significance. This implies that 
there is no electoral incentive for Republicans to moderate, even those 
who are cross-pressured. These two models indicate that it is being a 
cross-pressured representative, and not a moderate, from both parties 
that makes one less likely to win reelection. Having a quality challenger 
continues to make it more difficult for representatives from both parties 
to win reelection.

The final model of Table 9 combines Democrats and Republicans 
throughout the five sessions. Cross-pressured MCs continue to have the 
electoral sanction. Being a moderate (1 standard deviation away from 
the party median) makes one less likely to win reelection. Yet the interac-
tion variable for those who are cross-pressured and moderate MCs has a 
positive and corrective effect on winning; t tests show (see Table 10) that 
being a cross-pressured MC has the lowest probability of being reelected 
compared with others. Those who are moderate, regardless of whether 
they are cross-pressured are reelected at a rate of 81.8 percent, while 
others are reelected at a rate of 93.8 percent. But, those who are cross-
pressured only win reelection at a rate of 65.6 percent. The final t test 
looks at whether there is a difference between representatives that are 
cross-pressured and moderate and those who are only cross-pressured 
and produces the only nonsignificant difference.

Thus, Table 9 highlights the fact that cross-pressured members are 
less likely to win reelection. This is true even when controlling for mod-
eration in voting behavior. Furthermore, there is no difference in reelec-
tion rates between those who are cross-pressured and those who are both 

Table 10.
t Tests for Reelection Rates.

Variable Yes No

Cross-pressured (p < .001) 0.656 (0.591, 0.720) 0.951 (0.941, 0.961)
Moderate (p < .001) 0.818 (0.775, 0.862) 0.938 (0.927, 0.950)
Cross-pressured moderate (p < .001) 0.682 (0.601, 0.762) 0.937 (0.925, 0.948)
Cross-pressured moderate versus cross-

pressured (p = .153)
0.682 (0.601, 0.762) 0.613 (0.503, 0.722)
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cross-pressured and moderate (Table 10). Being moderate harms one’s 
chances of winning reelection, but not as much as being cross-pressured. 
As a result, Hypothesis 2 is confirmed. There is no incentive for cross-
pressured members to moderate as they win reelection at statistically 
similar rates than those who are cross-pressured and not moderates.

Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the fact that cross-pressured 
members of the House moderate themselves vis-à-vis their fellow par-
tisans. They are more likely to break with the party in voting behavior. 
When it comes to reelection, however, there is a significant and negative 
probability of winning when one is a cross-pressured member. What this 
means is that even though cross-pressured members moderate their vot-
ing behavior, they still have a lower return rate to Congress. This leads 
one to conclude the reason for this is largely the result of one’s partisan 
affiliation rather than voting behavior in Congress.

These findings point to the paradox of Congressional representa-
tion. Representatives behave as if members of the public pay attention to 
their voting behavior, but the public is willing to vote out of office those 
members who are cross-pressured, even if they moderate their voting 
behavior. We know that measuring these districts by marginality plays a 
significant, but smaller role in legislative voting behavior. We also know 
that being from the confederate states, as well as length of service both 
do not have an interactive effect with being cross-pressured in the likeli-
hood of returning to office.

What is not clear is what these findings mean for representation. One 
could argue that members from cross-pressured districts should have a 
harder time getting reelected because they do not conform to their 
constituents’ preferences. A counter argument is that these members 
do moderate their behavior and still have difficulty getting reelected. 
Furthermore, if these members were perceived to be strong partisans 
they would most likely have difficulty being elected to Congress in the 
beginning. This paradox remains.

Ultimately, what this means is that districts that are willing to vote 
in a member of the other party often are in moderate districts. They 
prefer moderate representation (all else being equal). These districts, 
like many others, are susceptible to national waves in which members 
are elected that are not ideologically consistent with constituent ideol-
ogy. Districts that are willing to vote for presidents of one party, and 
representatives of the other, would lead one to presume that either they 
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are moderate districts, or districts with highly balanced partisan compo-
sition. Only in districts with moderate ideology would cross-pressured 
members be likely to moderate their behavior, as I find to be the case.

However, what all of this suggests is that it is important to under-
stand what types of districts elect cross-pressured members. This article 
presents a first test of this when it incorporates district ideology. I use 
the PVI since this allows me to determine how much a party supports 
the other party’s presidential candidate. It also allows me to make more 
sense of the continuous nature of PVI in the analysis. I find that district-
level ideology, measured in this way, does help us understand legislative 
behavior, and reelection rates. Yet the effects should not be seen as 
entirely independent of being cross-pressured. Members not only are 
impacted by representing cross-pressured districts as a binary variable 
but also have the continuous measure of district PVI impacting behavior 
and reelection rates.

In sum, cross-pressured districts present a way to better understand 
the increase of polarization in American politics. Citizens who are will-
ing to vote for both parties, but do not reward members for moderating 
their behavior, are an important segment of the population to study. 
Although this study is indeed a preliminary one, it does show that cross-
pressured members are a different phenomenon than marginal dis-
tricts. Furthermore, we know that the paradox between representatives 
who seek to listen to constituent ideology, but constituents appear not 
to notice. Representation requires knowing about the behavior of the 
representative as well as the represented. The next step in forthcom-
ing research necessarily should be to look at the behavior and opinions 
of citizens in cross-pressured district as well as determining what kind 
of candidates are successful in these districts. Future research on the 
behavior of legislators and constituents in cross-pressured districts could 
help us understand more about the depth and nature of polarization in 
the current era.
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