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We examine how differences in the institutions that regulate candidate nomination
procedures, specifically direct primary election laws, affect the types of candi-
dates elected in nonpresidential American elections. We hypothesize that in more
closed primary systems, control over candidate nominations by ideclogical ex-
tremists will translate into a higher likelihood that extreme candidates win in the
general election. We hypothesize that in more open systems, participation by a
wider spectrum of the electorate means that candidates must appeal to more mod-
erate voters, leading to the election of more moderate candidates. Using pooled
cross-section time-series regression analysis, we find that U.S. representatives
from states with closed primaries take policy positions that are furthest from their
district’s estimated median voter's ideal positions. Representatives from states
with semi-closed primaries are the most moderate. We conclude that the costs of
strategic behavior created by electoral institutions have important consequences
for electoral outcomes.

1. Introduction
In recent years, several American states have changed or considered chang-
ing their procedures for nominating candidates for elected office.! In 1984,
for example, the Connecticut Republican Party changed its bylaws to per-
mit independents to participate in its previously closed primaries. After the
Supreme Court ruled in Tashjian v. Republican Party of Connecticut [479 U.S.
208 (1986)] that the state’s interest in requiring a closed primary was insub-
stantial, the state legislature passed legislation allowing the parties to permit
participation by independents in their primaries.? More recently, California

1. In this research we consider nominations to offices other than the presidency. Presidential
nominations are characterized by a unique sequential state-by-state nomination process. Nomi-
nations via direct primary to congressional, state legislative, state executive, and local offices are
characterized by common procedures which we describe below.

2. Ironically, after the Tashjian decision, the Republican Party removed the questionable provision
from its bylaws and at the time of this writing, none of the state’s major parties have opted to allow
independents to participate in their primaries.
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voters passed the Open Primary Act of 1996 by direct voter initiative, replacing
the state’s restrictive closed primary with a more open variety. All of these
changes have attracted vigorous legal scrutiny and scholarly debate, and at the
time of this writing, the constitutionality of California’s most recent changes
(and by implication, Alaska’s and Washington’s primary election systems) is
still unresolved.?

Proponents and opponents of these changes in primary election laws agree
that their consequences are likely to be profound.* Some of the consequences
of these changes are easy to predict. For example, few doubt that opening
nomination procedures to previously excluded nonpartisans will increase mass
participation in the nomination process. Other consequences, however, are
more difficult to anticipate. For example, will more open nominations induce
candidates to compete for the electoral center, thereby producing more centrist
elected representatives, or will they create opportunities for partisan mischief,
allowing party adherents to “spoil” the other parties’ nominations and leading
to the election of extremist representatives? Further, even when proponents
and opponents agree on what the electoral consequences of changes in election
laws will be, the normative implications of those changes are often unclear. Are
voters made better off by, for example, increased participation? Are the parties
made better off? Are some voters or groups made better off than others?

Much of the ongoing debate over the likely consequences of changing a
state’s primary election laws results from the virtual absence of any systematic
analyses of candidate nomination procedures. The literature that does exist
focuses on how party organization influences the choice of nomination proce-
dures (Ranney, 1975; Eldersveld, 1982; Jewell, 1984; Epstein, 1986); on the
roles of the media, voter information, and candidate characteristics in presi-
dential primaries and caucuses (Aldrich, 1980; Bartels, 1988); on the effects of
presidential primary election systems on voter behavior, particularly crossover
voting (Wekkin, 1988; Southwell, 1991); and recently on the effects of pri-
mary systems on the election of U.S. senators (Grofman and Brunell, 1997).
Together these studies inform our understanding of some aspects of candidate
nominations, especially presidential nominations. However, none of these ex-
isting works provide a systematic analysis of the electoral consequences of
nonpresidential candidate nominations.

In this research we empirically examine how differences in candidate nom-
ination procedures in nonpresidential elections affect one important aspect of
election outcomes: the relationship between winning candidates’ policy po-
sitions and their constituencies’ preferences. In other words, we study how
primary election systems affect the representation of citizen preferences. We

3. California adopted a blanket primary similar to that used in Washington and Alaska. See
below for a description of the blanket primary.

4. But see Riker (1983) who argues that since institutions are themselves the product of social
choices, their independent effects on political outcomes (especially stability) are likely to be minimal
in the long run.
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focus on “dyadic” representation—the extent that the positions of a single rep-
resentative reflect the preferences of his or her district—because it reflects the
primary legislator—citizen relationship in a system of single member district
representation. Dyadic representation is in contrast to collective representa-
tion, which refers to the extent that an individual’s or group’s preferences are
represented by the entire policy-making body (see Weissberg, 1978).

We analyze the representational consequences of the most common mech-
anism for nominating nonpresidential candidates in the United States: direct
primaries. Primaries come in several varieties, depending upon how they restrict
participation by the electorate. A primary is considered open if participants ei-
ther do not need to declare party affiliation as a prerequisite to participating
in a primary election or may do so on election day. Two variants of the open
primary are blanket primaries, in which voters receive a single ballot listing all
candidates from all parties and may participate, office by office, in all or some
of the parties’ primaries; and nonpartisan primaries, in which voters choose
among candidates in a primary regardless of the party membership of the can-
didate or the voter.> A primary is defined as closed if participation is limited
to voters who declare their affiliation to the party a specified period prior to the
election. Within the broad category of closed primaries, states exhibit varying
degrees of “closedness,” depending upon the comprehensiveness of the prereg-
istration requirement. A primary is defined as semi-closed if new registrants
are allowed to both register and choose their party on the day of the primary or
if independents are allowed to participate.” Table 1 reports the primary system
used to nominate candidates from state legislative and executive and federal
legislative offices for the 50 states.

We expect institutional differences in primary election systems to influence
the positions of winning candidates. In the following two sections we review
a body of theoretical and empirical work that forms the basis of our research.
The analyses imply several empirically testable hypotheses about the effects of
the degree of closedness of primary systems on the types of candidates elected.
In particular, we hypothesize that in closed primary systems, the likelihood of
extreme general election winners is highest. In more open primary systems,

5. A major difference between blanket primaries and nonpartisan primaries is that in blanket
primaries, the top vote receiver from each party becomes the party’s general election nominee,
while in nonpartisan primaries, the top vote receiver in the primary wins the seat outright if he or
she receives over 50% of the primary vote. Otherwise the top two vote receivers, regardless of
party, meet in a runoff election. This raises the possibility that two candidates from the same party
may meet in the runoff. In its recent decision in Foster v. Love, 96-670, the Supreme Court ruled
that the timing of these nonpartisan elections, but not their structure per se, is unconstitutional.

6. Unlike the Court-imposed 30 day maximum registration deadline for voting in a general
election [see Dunn v. Blumstein, 405 U.S. 330 (1972)], party registration deadlines vary in length
from 10 days in Nebraska and New Hampshire to a year in New York (Bott, 1990).

7. During the period under study, 10 southern states also used runoffs when no candidate re-
ceived a majority in the primary. See Gerber, Morton, and Rietz (1994) for an analysis of runoff
requirements.
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Table 1. Primary System Type, U.S. States, 1990

State  Primary System State  Primary System

AL Open MT Open

AK Blanket NE Closed

AZ Closed NV Closed

AR Open NH Closed

CA Closed NJ Semi (independent)
CO Closed NM Closed

CT Closed NY Closed

DE Closed NC Closed

FL Closed ND Open

GA Open OH Open

HI Open OK Semi (new and independent)
ID Open OR Semi (new)

L Open PA Closed

IN Open ' Ri Semi (independent)
IA Open SC Open

KS Closed sD Closed

KY Closed ™ Open

LA Nonpartisan TX Open

ME Semi (independent)  UT Open

MD Semi (new) VT Open

MA Semi (independent) VA Open

Ml Open WA Blanket

MN Open wv Closed

MS Open W Open

MO Open WY Open

Source: Bott, 1990.

the likelihood of moderate winners is higher. We then present empirical tests
of our hypotheses. Analyzing data from a series of recent U.S. congressional
elections, we find that representatives elected under closed primary systems do
not as accurately reflect our estimates of the median voter’s preference in their
districts as do legislators elected under more open primary systems. We find
that representatives elected under semi-closed primary systems most accurately
reflect their district’s median voter’s preference. These results are robust to a
variety of alternative empirical specifications.

Our research has important theoretical, political, and practical implications.
From a theoretical perspective, understanding the dynamics of primary elections
will provide insight into how these and other multistage elections function.
From a political perspective, changing a state’s election laws means shifting the
balance of political power, giving an advantage to some interests at the expense
of others. In other words, it creates winners and losers. Understanding who
wins and who loses under different election laws allows us to better anticipate
these political dynamics. And from a practical perspective, studying election
laws will help the courts and policymakers better design institutions to achieve
socially desirable outcomes.
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2. Primary Voter Preferences and Candidate Positions
2.1 Closed Primaries

Most American elections are three-stage electoral processes. In the first stage,
voters affiliate themselves or register with a particular party. In the second stage,
voters choose a party nominee from the subset of candidates running in their
party’s primary. In the third stage, voters choose between the party nominees.
A number of models have considered how this multistage electoral process
affects candidate positions (Coleman, 1971, 1972; Aranson and Ordeshook,
1972; Wittman, 1977, 1983, 1991; Aldrich, 1983; Aldrich and McGinnis,
1989).% In these models, there are typically two parties, each of which field
two candidates who compete in closed party primaries. Party members choose
between the candidates in their primary, and the winners of each party’s primary
meet in the general election. These parties are assumed to be dominated by
members or party elites who have preferences over policy, that is, they seek
electoral victory in order to enact their preferred policies. Accordingly, we
refer to this literature as the “party elite” literature.® This assumption of policy-
motivated party members is in contrast to the Hotelling—Downsian assumption
of party competition in which parties instrumentally choose policy positions
strictly for the purpose of achieving electoral victory (Hotelling, 1929; Downs,
1957).

In the party elite theory, party members are assumed to have policy prefer-
ences that are distinct from the preferences of nonmembers. Preferences of the
members of each party are also assumed to diverge from those of members of
the other party, with the ideal policy position of each party’s median member
located on opposite sides of the ideal point of the median voter in the elec-
torate. Candidates for office choose policy positions in the primaries “as if”
they are maximizing the expected utility of the median voter in their party rather
than the expected utility of the median voter in the electorate. When there is
some uncertainty about the general election outcome, the expected utility of
the party’s median voter may be maximized by a position that diverges sub-
stantially from the ideal point of the median voter in the general electorate.'”

8. Most of these works model electoral competition in a unidimensional policyspace. Wittman
(1983) generalizes the basic multistage model to a multidimensional policy space. To obtain
divergence results in multiple dimensions, however, additional assumptions about the underlying
utility functions and candidates’ election probabilities are required.

9. By “party elites” we mean committed members of the party. This may include caucus activists,
party leaders, and regular members who affiliate with the party. Party elites, by our definition, are
in contrast to primary voters who participate in party activities (including primaries) not because
of a strong attachment 10 the party but rather because of transient or strategic interests.

10. Note that in these models, candidates will only diverge from the general electorate median
voter’s ideal point if there is uncertainty about the general election outcome. If, conversely,
candidates know all aspects of the game for certain, they can anticipate the general election outcome
and maximize the expected utility of the party’s median voter by maximizing its probability of
winning in the general election, that is, by converging to the general electorate median voter’s ideal
point. These models typically assume that the source of uncertainty is the ideal point of the general
electorate median voter due to variations in turnout or some nonpolicy candidate characteristics
that are revealed between the candidate nomination stage and the general election (see Aranson



















































