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Most analyses of posltion taking in Congress focus on roll-call voting, where members of Congress (MCs) reg- 
ularly cast votes, thereby regularly taking positions. Left largely unstudied has been position taking beyond the 
domain of rollcall voting. However, analyzing non-roll-call position taking raises interesting theoretical ques- 
tions. Whereas most members cannot avoid taking positions (casting votes) on roll calls, outside the roll-call 
arena MCs have more discretion; they must decide whether or not to take a position at all. And, while roll-call 
voting is directly tied to policy consequences, the connection is weaker in non-roll-call position taking. These 
two distinguishing features of non-roll-call position taking motivate a variety of hypotheses about who takes 
positions and what positions they take. Our results reveal strong constituency links to both phenomena. The 
results also imply that party influence is greater on roll-call position taking. We interpret these findings in the 
context of leading theories of congressional behavior. 

I n his seminal work on legislative behavior in the U.S. 
Congress Mayhew (1974: 49) defined position taking as 
"the public enunciation of a judgmental statement on 

anything likely to be of interest to political actors." The sig- 
nificance of position taking derives in large part from the 
observation that "politicians often get rewarded for taking 
positions rather than achieving effects" (Mayhew 200 1 : 5 1). 
Of course the primary rewards most politicians seek are elec- 
tion and reelection. Therefore, attention is naturally drawn to 
the relationship between the positions members of Congress 
take and the preferences of their constituents. Understand- 
ing the nature of this dyadic relationship is also important 
because it bears directly on questions of representation, 
which are of longstanding concern to democratic theorists. 

To date, most empirical analyses of position taking in 
Congress focus on roll-call voting, where members of Con- 
gress (MCs) regularly cast votes, thereby regularly taking 
positions. Beginning with Miller and Stokes (1963), a large 
literature has developed to understand the nature of the 
connection between legislators' roll-call votes and the opin- 
ions and preferences of their constituencies.' Left largely 
unstudied has been position taking outside the domain of 
roll-call voting. And, to the extent that this has been stud- 
ied, the emphasis has generally been on non-electoral fac- 
tors. In this article, we suggest that although non-roll-call 
position taking is difficult to analyze systematically, shifting 
from an exclusive roll-call focus is important because a 
large amount of MC position taking does not occur through 
roll-call votes. 

' See, for example, F ~ o r ~ n a  (1974); Achen (1977, 19781, Erikson (1978, 
1981), Jackson and Klng (1989), Barrels (1991); and Ansolabehere, 
Snyder. and Stewart (2001). 
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The purpose of this study is twofold. First, we analyze 
the conditions under which members take non-roll-call 
positions. The motivation for this analysis is the observation 
that some members of Congress take positions on particular 
issues while others do not. We argue and provide evidence 
that whether a legislator takes a position depends in impor- 
tant ways on the nature of constituency opinion, specifically 
its heterogeneity, extremity, and alignment with a member's 
own preferences. 

Second, we examine the positions that MCs take and 
suggest that because non-roll-call position taking is not 
directly linked to policy effects, parties are less interested in 
exerting influence over it. This comparatively weaker party 
link represents another important difference between roll- 
call and non-roll-call position taking behavior. Our results 
support this notion, ~ndicating that party differences are less 
pronounced and smaller in comparison to constituency 
influences outside the roll-call arena. 

In the following sections, we formulate and test a series 
of hypotheses derived from theory and previous research. 
We focus on position taking regarding abortion policy in the 
lOlst Congress. This decision was guided by theoretical and 
empirical considerations, which we explain below. The arti- 
cle proceeds by reviewing previous research and developing 
the hypotheses. Then we describe the data and estimation 
strategy. Finally, we present and discuss the results. 

BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES 

Members of Congress regularly have the opportunity to 
take positions in a variety of formal and informal ways. For 
instance, members can take positions by giving one-minute 
speeches on the House floor; they can stake out positions 
through bill sponsorship and cosponsorship; media inter- 
views are a vehicle for position taking; and so Indeed, 

As Mayhew (1974. 63) put ~t "The ways In whlch posltlons can be reg- 
lstered are numerous and often imaglnatlve There are floor addresses 



it seems plausible to argue that position taking through roll- 
call voting may be matched or exceeded by position taking 
through other means. 

To the extent that position taking outside the roll-call 
process has been analyzed by political scientists, it has 
generally been characterized as reflecting non-electoral 
goals and motivations (e.g., Campbell 1982; Schiller 
1995; Kessler and Krehbiel 1996; Maltzman and Sigel- 
man 1996).3 We do not disagree with this line of 
research, but we do believe that there may be important 
electoral factors at play, too. After all, Fenno (1973), 
Mayhew (1974) and virtually all subsequent congres- 
sional scholars characterize members of Congress as goal 
oriented with a primary goal being reelection. Thus, 
members have strong incentives to pay attention to the 
preferences and opinions of their constituents, who are, 
of course, responsible for electing and reelecting them.4 
These incentives come into play when the issues MCs 
address either are or could become salient among their 
constituents. In these situations, position taking behavior 
may be influenced in important ways by constituency 
characteristics. To understand the nature of the relation- 
ship between constituencies and position taking, we 
argue that there are two important distinctions between 
non-roll-call position taking and roll-call position taking 
that need to be considered. 

Constituency Opinion and Taking a Position 

The first distinguishing feature of non-roll-call position 
taking is its voluntary nature. Whereas roll-call votes require 
members to take positions-"there is no way for a member 
to avoid making a record" (Mayhew 1974: 65)-outside the 
roll-call arena members have greater discretion about 
whether they take positions on particular issues because 

ranging from wre~ghty oratlons to mass-produced 'natlonallty day state- 
ments.' There are speeches before home groups, telev~sion appearances, 
letlers, newsletters, press releases, ghostwritten books, Playboy articles, 
even mtervlews with poht~cal sc~entists." 
These studies emphasize ~nst~tut ional  aspects of pos~tion taking. 
Another non-electoral aspect of posltlon taking outside (and w~thin)  the 
roll-call arena relates to personal or group preferences. Thus, women 
legislators may be more l~kely to take positions In line wlth "women5 
interests" and black legislators may be more l~kely to take positions con- 
slstent with "black mterests" (e g., Thomas and Welch 1991; Thomas 
1994; Cobb and Jenklns 1996; Bratton and Haynie 1999; Canon 1999). 
In thls study we attempt to "controf' for lnst~tut~onal factors and ana- 
lyze the Interaction between personal/group and constituency prefer- 
ences in the case of gender 
Even under the condit~on that "most Americans are almost totally unm- 
formed about legislat~ve issues In \17ashington" (M~ller and Stokes 1963. 
47) the motivation exlsts because of the importance of gettlng reelected. 
"The costs of defeat are so enormous that the probabihty of defeat pales 
by companson. . . . [I]n a world of uncertamty, represen~atives may find 
~t rat~onal to act as ~f constltuents were watching. mass constituency 

Ignorance notwthstandlng" (Fiorina 1974: 124). Moreover, there are a 
vanety of intermediar~es (e.g., the media and campalgn challengers) w ~ t h  
sufilclent resources to inform constltuents of a wayward representatwe 
(Arnold 1990). 

there are no formal requirements to do s0.j A member could 
cosponsor a piece of legislation on an issue, but she does not 
have to. She could decide to give a speech about the issue, 
but she may decide not to. MCs may pick and choose the 
issues on which they take positions. Indeed, members must 
choose because even if they wanted to there are too many 
issues to cover them all. Thus, while roll-calls effectively 
"require" that a position be taken, in other arenas position 
taking has a more "voluntary" aspect to it. This raises the 
question of why some members choose to take positions on 
particular issues while others do not; a question that does 
not emerge in studies of roll-call voting because virtually all 
members take positions, i.e., cast votes.' 

Consider an MC who faces a decision about whether to 
take a position on an issue. What determines if she will? 
Previous research often directs attention to non-electoral 
aspects of the choice. For example, Maltzman and Sigelman 
(1996) find that minority party members are more likely to 
use "unconstrained floor time" to make speeches than are 
majority party members. We will attempt to take factors like 
this into account. But, at the same time, we focus on a vari- 
ety of underexplored constituency variables that also might 
shape the decision of whether or not an MC takes a posi- 
tion. We believe that constituency factors are likely to be a 
part of an MC's decision when the issue she confronts is or 
could become salient in her district. 

Combining the reelection motive of legislators with the 
discretionary nature of non-roll-call position taking leads us 
to formulate three hypotheses, all of which are linked to the 
notion that members do not want to appear "out of step" 
with their constituents. With this article's focus on abortion 
policy, we investigate the relationship between district abor- 
tion opinion and position taking on abortion. One situation 
to consider is when a districts mean (or median) preference 
is not clearly on one side of the issue. Roll-call votes gener- 
ally force MCs to choose either the pro-life or pro-choice 
side. This entails the risk of appearing like an extremist rel- 
ative to one's district. Outside of the roll-call arena, though. 
members from moderate districts have another choice; they 
might choose not to take a position on either side of the 
issue. Thus our first hypothesis is that members fronl more 
centrist districts will be less likely to take positions than 
members from districts where opinion is more extreme (in 
either the pro-choice or pro-life direction). 

The second hypothesis is grounded in the observation 
that MCs have preferences that are distinct and sometimes 

T h ~ s  1s obv~ously somewhat overstated because members may choose 
abstent~on on roll-call votes But, glven that absenteeism may become a 
campalgn Issue in its own r~ght ,  there are strong electoral Incentives to 
cast votes rather than s k ~ p  them. Indeed as Cohen and No11 (1991) have 
shown, most members vote on most measures most of the time T h ~ s  
tendency IS ev~dent In the data analyzed for t h ~ s  study Of the 12 roll-call 
votes In our voting scale, 97 percent of members voted on at least 10 of 
them. On average, 416 members cast votes on each measure. 
Nor does thls question arlse In stud~es of overall levels of posltion taklng 
outs~de the roll-call arena (e.g , Campbell 1982. Schlller 1995; Maltzman 
and Sigelman 1996). 



not aligned with those of their constituencies. In the case of 
abortion, for instance, one would expect that, in general, 
members with pro-life preferences would be more likely to 
take pro-life positions. Likewise, pro-choice leaning mem- 
bers ought to be more likely to take pro-choice positions. 
However, members sometimes encounter conflicts between 
their own preferences and those of their constituencies. On 
a roll-call vote, this tension must be directly confronted. 
Pro-choice members from pro-life districts face a difficult 
choice, as do pro-life members from pro-choice districts. 
But, in other domains things could be different. Members 
may decline to take a position, thereby avoiding either 
taking a position with which they disagree or taking a posi- 
tion with which their constituents disagree. Therefore, our 
second hypothesis is that members who hold preferences in 
opposition to the leanings of their constituencies will be less 
likely to take a position than those who do not face this con- 
flict.' This proposition is consistent with Kingdonk (1992: 
53) observation that with the approach of a difficult roll-call 
vote conflicted MCs "avoid commitment" as long as possi- 
ble, hoping that the vote will not be recorded or that "it may 
never come up at all." 

The third hypothesis relates to district opinion hetero- 
geneity. Consider two districts, both with the same average, 
or mean, opinion. In one of these districts, the mean is the 
result of the fact that most constituents share the same opin- 
ion; district opinion is relatively homogenous. In the second 
district, fewer constituents are near the mean; district opin- 
ion is more polarized or heterogeneous. In general, repre- 
senting heterogeneous districts is more difficult, often pre- 
senting members with a "no-win" situation. In the context 
of roll-call voting Fiorina (1974: 90-91) explains: 

In consensual constituencies profitable (at least not harm- 
ful) voting strategies always exist. Thus, in districts which 
usually can be symbolized by the homogenous configura- 
tion, a representative can raise or maintain his subjective 
probability of reelection by voting in an optimal fashion. 
, . . Conversely in heterogeneous districts, profitable 
strategies do not always exist. Thus, in districts which 
tpically may be symbolized by a heterogeneous configu- 
ration, a representative may frequently see his subjective 
probability of reelection fall. no matter how he votes. 

Ha11 (1996) makes a similar observation when discussing 
the choice members face about becoming "active" on a par- 
ticular bill. His "Blame Avoidance Hypothesis" states that if 
"members are seeking public opportunities to reap credit, 
they should shun public forums where they are likely to 
incur blame" (Hall 1996: 63). One condition where this 
occurs is in districts with preferences that are "heterogeneous 
and hence at odds with one another. When such intradistrict 

conflict occurs, the member is faced with the prospect that 
by advancing the interests of one segment of the electorate, 
she will alienate another" (63-64). These considerations 
motivate our third hypothesis that members from heteroge- 
neous constituencies will be less likely to take positions than 
those from districts where opinion is more homogenous. 

In summary, we argue that constituency characteristics 
may play an important role in determining whether MCs 
take positions. The desire to avoid taking public positions at 
odds with the preferences of one's constituents leads to 
hypotheses about district opinion extremism, constituent- 
representative preference divergence, and district opinion 
heterogeneity. With regard to each, we have identified situ- 
ations where members ought to be more and less likely to 
take positions. 

Constituencies, Parties, and the Positions MCs Take 

The discretionary nature of non-roll position taking dis- 
tinguishes it from roll-call voting and leads to hypotheses 
about who takes positions. A second distinction offers the 
possibility of providing insight into the determinants of the 
positions members take and ongoing questions surrounding 
the nature of "party effects" in Congress. When members 
take positions through roll-call voting, their votes are 
directly linked to policy effects; the outcomes of roll-call 
votes determine public policy In other areas, though, posi- 
tion taking does not have this connection. This contingent 
relationship between position taking and policy conse- 
quences has important implications. On the one hand, 
because MCs are rewarded (and punished) for their "posi- 
tions" rather than "achieving effects" (Mayhew 1974, 2001), 
our fourth hypothesis is that constituency preferences ought 
to have similar effects on the positions MCs take, regardless 
of the domain in which they take them. 

On the other hand, consider the ongoing debate about 
the nature of "party effects" in Congress. One of the central 
questions has to do with whether party differences reflect 
"party discipline" or differences in the preferences of Demo- 
cratic and Republican MCs that might be evident regardless 
of parties' attempts to influence their  member^.^ To the 
extent that parties are able to influence legislative behavior, 
we hypothesize that party differences will be larger on roll- 
call position taking compared to non-roll position taking. 
This proposition is based on the notion that the incentive 
for parties to care about (and expend resources to influence) 
behavior depends on its relationship to policy outcomes. As 
a result, party effects ought to be more evident on roll-call 
voting because of its direct connection to policy making. In 
contrast, non-roll-call position taklng ought to have a 
stronger constituency, relative to party, connection. In short, 
symbolism may matter for parties, but symbolism and 

This hypothesis is simllar to the "cross-pressured" hypothes~s often 
found in studles of mass turnout. Potentla1 voters with group ~dentifica- 
tions that push them in divergent d~rections may choose the nonvoting 
optlon rather than decidlng to vote for one candidate or another. 

Some of the leading recent works on thls topic are Rohde (1991); Cox 
and McCubb~ns (1993); Aldrlch (19951, and Krehblel (1998, 2000); 
Snyder and Groseclose (2000, 2001), and McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 
(2001). 


























