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Can voters learn meaningful information about candidates from their elec-
toral campaigns? as with job market hiring, voters, like employers, cannot know 
the productivity of candidates, especially challengers, when they elect them. the 
real productivity of representatives only reveals itself  after the election. We ex-
plore if  the information revealed during the “hiring process” is a good signal 
of the legislative effort of elected representatives. in the incomplete information 
environment of election campaigns, candidates should turn to credible signals 
to indicate their “type” to voters. Campaigns—and campaigning—are means by 
which candidates can, in principle, signal their motivations to voters. is a candi-
date’s behavior on the campaign trail informative about his or her behavior and 
effort as a legislator? does it, for example, reveal whether a candidate will be 
more hard working and legislatively active? using evidence from the european 
Parliament, we show that campaign activity prior to the election is not related 
to policy-seeking behavior in the legislature post-election. the finding also holds 
in two national-level settings and across a variety of measures of legislative  
effort. those who campaign harder do seem more likely to win the election, but  
campaign effort seems to provide a poor guide to what the winner does once 
elected.

in this article, we explore whether or not voters can learn mean-
ingful information about candidate type from their campaigns. as 
with job market hires (spence 1973), voters, like employers, cannot 
know the productivity of candidates, especially challengers, when 
they elect them. the productivity of representatives only reveals 
itself  over time. We explore if  the information revealed during the 
“hiring process” of candidates for political office is a good sig-
nal of the legislative effort of elected representatives. do election 
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campaigns, a time of high voter-politician interaction, afford vot-
ers some means of differentiating between politicians’ motivations? 
are campaigns good devices for helping to sort through who will, 
for instance, be a policy-seeking as opposed to an office-seeking 
representative?

Campaigns and campaigning are seen as a means by which 
candidates signal their qualities to voters (see, e.g., Fridkin and 
Kenney 2011, and discussion below). But while campaigning may 
be an observable signal, this does not necessarily make it a reliable 
signal. in this article, we examine whether campaign efforts are a 
good or a noisy signal. We test whether campaigns tell voters some-
thing useful about the behavior of legislators inside the european 
Parliament. in contrast to many chambers in which the govern-
ment dominates the legislative agenda, the european Parliament 
provides a great deal of scope for legislators, of all parties and 
all levels of seniority, to take part in the policymaking process 
and, hence, offers a good case for us to be able to connect policy-
seeking legislators with legislative effort. additionally, this is not 
a legislative assembly in which representatives engage in signifi-
cant levels of pork barreling or constituency service (yoshinaka, 
Mcelroy, and Bowler 2010). as such, hardworking members focus 
their attention on the policymaking process.

We begin by outlining the arguments within the literature 
that link campaigns and campaigning with candidate valence 
and in particular the policy-seeking motivations of candidates. 
From here, we move to establish the relevance of policy seeking 
within the european Parliament. using candidate surveys from 19 
democracies, we first test whether campaign effort is a predictor 
of electoral success. We find consistent evidence that candidates 
who work hard at election time are ones more likely to win, which 
validates our measure of campaign effort and shows that incum-
bents and nonincumbents can profit from working hard at election 
campaigns. We then turn to examine a range of legislative behav-
iors within that chamber in order to identify those who engage in 
policy seeking to see whether their activities as candidates would 
allow them to be identified as policy seeking prior to the election. 
in other words, the hard-working candidate may well win the elec-
tion, and we then ask whether hard-working candidates are also 
hard-working legislators? using several established measures of 
legislative effort (e.g., speeches, formal legislative activities, and 
participation in roll-call votes), we do not find that more active 
campaigners are also more active in parliament. We also test this 
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relationship using evidence from two additional cases—the irish 
dáil and the german Bundestag.

One of the patterns we find and emphasize here is that cam-
paign effort does increase the probability of a candidate winning 
a seat. that is, voters do seem to respond positively to campaign 
effort. But what we do not observe is a consistent relationship 
between campaign effort and legislative effort. the candidates who 
work hard at election time and who, consequently, win are not the 
ones who seem to be very active within the legislature, as assessed 
by a series of measures of legislative effort that are standard within 
the literature.

The Role of the Campaigns in Identifying Good Legislators

Working hard at election time would seem to help candidates 
win. so far, so straightforward. But the question remains: what 
kinds of candidates become successful? a familiar distinction is 
that between office-seeking and policy-seeking candidates (Müller 
and strøm 1999; Pedersen 2012). We should note that the differ-
ing motivations of candidates are not always mutually exclusive: 
policy-seeking candidates still need to seek votes and win the elec-
tion. But the distinction between policy and office seeking sets 
up ideal types that are useful in pointing up differing motivations 
that will result in different behaviors within the chamber on the 
part of legislators. the distinction between office and policy seek-
ing is also useful in helping highlight that voters may not want to 
support candidates mostly driven by office-seeking motivations. 
despite differences in policy preferences, voters share an interest 
in electing candidates who are not simply office seekers. as voters, 
we do not want candidates who are only interested in pursuing 
office for the kinds of instrumental reasons noted by schumacher 
and elmelund-Præstekær (2018). rather, we want “representatives 
whom we can trust, and we want representatives who can get the 
job done” (Mondak 1995, 1045). Candidates not only have policy 
positions but also have qualities and traits—such as integrity or 
conscientiousness—that voters value (see, e.g., adams et al. 2011; 
adams and Merrill 2008,  2013; Besley 2005; Carter and Patty 
2015; Franchino and Zucchini, 2015; green 2007; groseclose 
2001; Nyhuis, 2016, 2018). in general, the growing literature on 
the importance of candidate competence or valence does not see 
office-seeking motivations in a good light. Candidate valence 
overlaps with ideas on policy-seeking motivations because valence 
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attributes have an impact on legislation. Policymaking requires 
commitment to engaging in the legislative process and working 
hard within the chamber.

For this reason, legislative scholars emphasize the impor-
tance of legislators being present and participating in day-to-day 
legislative activities such as committee work, asking questions 
(e.g., Martin and rozenberg 2014), or taking part in debate and 
making speeches (e.g., Bäck and debus 2016; Proksch and slapin 
2015). Candidates with an interest in policy will work hard at elec-
tion time precisely because they are interested in working on issues 
within the legislature.

as Papp notes, “[t]he voters’ task at election time is to iden-
tify candidates with the promise of being ‘good’ representatives, 
and political campaigns should assist voter decision by providing 
clues on the candidates’ future behavior” (2018, 910). the dif-
ficulty, of course, is that what candidates are actually like only 
becomes apparent after the election. that means policy-seeking 
and “high valence” candidates need to be able to signal to voters, 
and voters need to be able to recognize, that they are not simply 
office seekers but high-quality candidates who will work hard once 
elected. the campaign and campaigning play an important role in 
helping voters sort out whether candidates are interested in more 
than just getting elected (see, e.g., Fridkin and Kenney 2011, 62).

the growing literature on candidate valence is especially 
explicit in emphasizing the role of campaigns as a signal of can-
didate qualities. that is, voters may have no direct assessment of 
a candidate’s honesty, and probably none at the time of the elec-
tion, but have to rely on proxy measures provided by the campaign 
and a series of articles develops this idea. a “candidate’s ability 
to convince voters of his superior personal qualities—his leader-
ship skills, honesty, and reliability—may depend less on his résumé 
than on these campaign skills” (Bruhn 2010, 29). serra’s model 
similarly contains a valence parameter that is interpreted as “the 
candidate’s campaigning skill” (2011, 25). Poutvaara and takalo 
explicitly see campaigning as a signal of candidate ability that is 
increasing in ability, and a series of works makes a broadly similar 
point (2003, 5; see also adams and Merrill 2008,  2013; adams 
et al. 2011; aragones and Palfrey 2004; Buttice and stone 2012; 
Carson, engstrom, and roberts 2007; green and Krasno 1988; 
Nyhuis 2016; stone and simas 2010). Campaigns thus become an 
important means by which candidates can signal to voters that 
they are interested in working hard once elected. in that sense, 
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campaigns can be seen as “pledges for future behavior” (Papp 
2018, 923). Papp argues that these pledges are increasingly impor-
tant because personalization of campaigns and elections places a 
greater emphasis on personal characteristics. the problem is that 
“[i]f  there is no connection between the campaign and legislator 
behavior, voters are not provided with the right hints on how well 
MPs are likely to represent their interests, which leads to the break-
ing of the electoral connection” (2018, 909). that is, within the lit-
erature, and especially within the literature on candidate valence, 
we see the argument advanced that campaign effort itself  is a sig-
nal of candidate valence, but how plausible is this tie between cam-
paigning and valence? it is the case that, as giebler and Weßels 
(2017) show, campaign effort by a candidate (time devoted to a 
campaign) is positively related to name recognition. this pattern 
sets up the straightforward expectation that we should see a rela-
tionship between campaign effort and campaign success. But this 
point only reinforces the questions posed by Papp and others: if  
the candidates who work hardest during the campaign are the ones 
most likely to win, what kinds of legislator are they after they have 
won? the valence literature suggests that campaign effort is a sig-
nal of underling candidate traits and a straightforward expectation 
is that a hard-working candidate will be a hard-working legislator. 
the plausibility of this expectation is buttressed by empirical work 
on campaigns and candidate traits.

Nyhuis, for example, points out that “effective campaign 
efforts are likely to showcase aspects of the candidates’ personality 
and thus alter public perceptions of candidates’ character valence” 
(2016, 34). Campaigning can make a candidate’s characteristics 
clearer to the voters, that is, voters will receive more information 
on the candidates who are campaigning hardest, and therefore 
they should know more about the candidates. if  a candidate has 
made a lot of campaign effort (i.e., sent many signals), voters (as 
principals within a principal-agent framework) should be able to 
scrutinize their potential agents thoroughly. With more informa-
tion about a given candidate, then voters are potentially better able 
to “weed” out bad candidates, since they have more information, 
and they thus get “better” legislators. as spence puts it in terms of 
the hiring decision (one example of the kinds of principal-agent 
relationship at play here): “in most job markets the employer is 
not sure of the productive capabilities of an individual at the time 
he hires him …  the fact that these capabilities are not known 
beforehand makes the decision one under uncertainty” (1973, 
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356). some signals may help reduce the uncertainty and be good 
signals of the underlying qualities being sought. at other times, 
employers (voters) may have to rely on proxy measures that may 
not, in the end, be good measures.

the problem facing voters, of course, is that the campaign 
may well provide a noisy signal. For incumbents, voters will have 
the record of the candidate in office to rely upon; for many chal-
lengers the main signal will be provided by the campaign. But, for 
many candidates and many voters, the campaign is the proxy signal 
being sent and received. sometimes, the noisiness is quite evident. 
For example, in addition to demographic traits such as race or gen-
der, “one element that is generally associated with electoral results 
is candidate attractiveness  …. Moreover, perceptions of compe-
tence are also positively related to electoral outcomes, although 
not independent of candidate appearance as voters might apply 
visual cues to make judgments on candidate competence” (Nyhuis 
2016, 34). Work in political psychology on implicit bias provides 
an account of how these factors may work at the micro level of 
vote choice. in his work on candidate traits and electoral success, 
Hayes, for example, shows that candidate behavior creates trait 
ownership of such traits as compassion and decency: “since citi-
zens rarely have a chance to see candidates in person, much less 
carry on a one-on-one conversation, trait inference is likely to be 
even more important in campaigns, as this represents the only real 
chance to form a global impression of a candidate” (2005, 910; see 
also Clifford 2014; Fridkin and Kenny 2011; Hayes 2010). Overall, 
the literature is clear that voters infer from the campaign a message 
about the kind of person a candidate may be and so what kind of 
legislator he or she may be. given that voters are willing to infer 
traits from cues such as demographics or even appearance, it is 
reasonable to suggest that candidate behavior has a similar effect. 
in other words, the empirical literature shows that, as the literature 
on valence suggests, voters both can and will draw inferences from 
comparing a candidate working hard at election time to a candi-
date who is not campaigning very much at all.

another argument for the plausibility of  the link between 
campaign effort and legislative effort developed within the litera-
ture on valence rests within the literature on policy-seeking moti-
vations. the literature on valence, and especially the more formal 
literature, argues that campaigning—and campaign effort—is 
a means by which candidates may signal, albeit noisily, to vot-
ers that they are interested in being a representative for reasons 
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more than simply seeking office for its own sake. as schumacher 
and elmelund-Præstekær put it: “a policy-seeking politician 
cares about parliamentary elections because more seats for the 
party mean more bargaining power over policy. an office-seek-
ing politician cares about elections because of  their instrumental 
rewards” (2018, 331). importantly, policy-seeking candidates can 
only realize their policy ambitions if  elected to office while can-
didates with other ambitions may be able to satisfy those ambi-
tions in other arenas. thus policy-seeking candidates should be 
especially motivated to work hard at election time because no 
other career or venue will serve those interests. in short, while 
the empirical literature suggests voters do draw inferences about 
candidate qualities from campaigns that may or may not be cor-
rect, it is also the case that there is an argument for voters being 
sensible to do so, grounded in how policy-seeking motives may 
be satisfied.

drawing together these different strands, what we see is an 
argument that candidate valence is important and that campaigns 
provide a (noisy) signal of that valence. the empirical literature 
shows that voters can and do draw inferences from that noisy sig-
nal but that there are reasons, both from the empirical literature 
and the argument of policy seeking, to see that while the signal 
may be noisy, it is at least plausible. this leads to two hypotheses 
that center on the tie between campaigning and legislative effort. 
Our focus is on whether campaigning does indeed, as the literature 
suggests, signal that the candidate will be interested in policy seek-
ing, that is, that the candidate is working hard to get elected in 
order to take part in policymaking.

the first is straightforward and falls out of the literature on 
valence to the effect that campaigning should have consequences 
at election time.

H1: Candidates who work hard during the campaign are 
more likely to be elected.

if  this hypothesis holds, candidates who work hard during 
the election will be more likely to get elected. But that still leaves 
open the question of what kind of legislator these candidates will 
be after they have won election. this we address with our second 
hypothesis, which is grounded in the literature on valence and pol-
icy-seeking motivations noted above:
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H2: Conditional on getting elected, candidates who work 
hard during the campaign are more likely to be policy seeking/
legislatively active within the legislature than candidates who exert 
less effort during the campaign.

the implication of this hypothesis is that—assuming 
Hypothesis 1 holds—then those candidates who work hard to win 
elections will also be ones who will spend time within the legisla-
ture on activities related to policymaking. if, by contrast, there 
exists no relationship between campaigning and legislative effort, 
then these would-be candidates—once elected—do not engage in 
policymaking activities. this would be evidence more consistent 
with office-seeking motivations.

Matching behavior during campaigns to behavior in the 
chamber post-election will then help us understand the goals and 
motivations of candidates. it is worth emphasizing that the null 
hypothesis does have some troubling implications. Campaigns 
offer a means for candidates to signal, and voters to observe, can-
didate qualities. if  the observable behaviors are not a useful signal 
(i.e., active campaigners tend not to engage in the legislative pro-
cess once elected), then this is problematic for the broader role of 
campaigns in helping choose quality candidates and identifying 
the most motivated policy-seeking candidates.

Case Selection

the european Parliament (eP) provides a good case for us 
to test this argument for two main reasons. First, the legislature 
itself  allows scope for individual legislators to engage in policy-
making (see, for example, discussions of the eP within Corbett, 
Jacobs, and shackleton 2000; Hix and Høyland 2013; Hix, Noury, 
and roland 2007; Judge and earnshaw 2003; Kreppel, 2002; 
Mcelroy and Benoit 2007, 2012; Wilson, ringe, and van thomme 
2016). this stands in contrast to other legislatures where policy 
entrepreneurship by individual legislators is more constrained. 
government dominance of the legislative agenda and a relatively 
weak committee system mean legislators in many parliaments, 
such as that of the united Kingdom (döring 2001), have limited 
opportunity to engage in policymaking. the eP’s process of leg-
islative reports and strong committee system provide more op-
portunity for individual legislators to engage in policy and, hence, 
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provides opportunities to candidates with policy-seeking moti-
vations (Bowler 2000; yoshinaka, Mcelroy, and Bowler 2010). 
Furthermore, given the relative lack of pork to distribute within 
the eP (Moravcsik 2008; yordanova 2009; see also Mcelroy 2006, 
2007 for a discussion) and weaker than average electoral connec-
tions, we can interpret legislative activity as being largely policy 
driven (as opposed to, for instance, being motivated by office-
seeking/distributive incentives). secondly, any tie between elec-
tions and legislative behavior in single-member district systems is 
shaped by the electoral system. Campaign activities and legislative 
activities may well be linked for policy-seeking candidates, but one 
complicating factor is that in districted elections—and especially 
single-member districts—candidate effort may not signal “type” of 
candidate so much as the competitiveness of the race. Competitive 
seats tend to produce harder-working legislators, and campaigning 
per se may not be a direct and reliable predictor of legislator qual-
ity.1  However, members of the european Parliament are all elected 
via multimember districts in proportional representation systems.

More pragmatically, we also need to be able to tie measures 
of campaign activity to measures of legislative activity at the level 
of individual legislator, and we do this by matching candidate 
surveys to measures of legislative activity. Measures of both cam-
paign activity and legislative activity are well established within 
their respective literatures. For example, candidate surveys com-
monly include questions that are aimed at measuring individual 
campaign effort, and these are used to understand campaign 
activity in a variety of ways, from the impact of activity and effort 
on turnout to the effect of electoral system on activity (see, for 
example, Fisher and denver 2008; Karlsen and enjolras 2016; 
Pattie, Johnston, and Fieldhouse 1995; sudulich and trumm 2019; 
sudulich, Wall, and Farrell 2013; vergeer, Hermans, and sams 
2013; Zittel 2015; Zittel and gschwend 2008). the literature on 
campaigning, then, sees campaign effort as a meaningful aspect of 
campaign activity and has well-developed metrics of activity and 
effort. thus, a third, subsidiary, reason for choosing the eP as a 
case is that appropriate (nonanonymized campaign) data are avail-
able to test the hypotheses.

at the level of the legislature, the literature on the eP contains 
several metrics of legislative activity designed to assess a concern 
for the substance of legislative activity (see, e.g., Hix and Høyland 
2013; Hix, Noury, and roland 2007; Whittaker, 2014; Wilson, 
ringe, and van thomme 2016). these measures of activity are also 
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ones found within other legislatures and include the frequency with 
which legislators use the question procedure (see, e.g., Martin 2011; 
Martin and rozenberg 2014), the writing of reports (e.g., Bailer 
and Ohmura 2018; Høyland 2006; Kaeding 2005; Mcelroy 2006; 
sozzi 2016), speech making (e.g., debus and Bäck 2014; Bäck and 
debus 2016; Baumann, debus, and Müller 2015; Jensen, Proksch, 
and slapin 2013; slapin et al. 2018), and attendance (attiná 1990; 
yoshinaka, Mcelroy, and Bowler 2010). to be sure, these activi-
ties may be aimed at impressing party leadership and so advanc-
ing careers within the party. it is easy to make too much of this 
point, not least because there are many activities within party 
organizations that would likely be more directly helpful to party 
careers. Furthermore, the literature on legislature notes these meas-
ures as policy engagement. even if  these legislative activities also 
serve or are correlated with internal party purposes, in addition to 
being policy seeking, the point is that these are activities that are  
widely seen within the literature as being meaningful measures of 
policy-seeking behavior and engagement in policy, that is, valence.2 

Data and Measures

We examine the impact of campaign activity on legislative 
activity for two legislative cycles in the european Parliament, eP6 
(2004–09) and eP7 (2009–14). to establish a connection between 
candidate surveys and legislative activities, we merge two data 
sources through the disclosed id of the survey respondents. the 
data for measuring campaign activity come from the MeP surveys 
of the european Parliament research group (Farrell, Hix, and 
scully 2011).

the dependent variable for Hypothesis 1 is a dummy indi-
cating whether a candidate was elected to parliament. to test 
Hypothesis 2, we use the measures of legislative activity outlined 
in the previous section, that is, formal legislative activity, participa-
tion in roll-call votes, and legislative speech making (see table a2 
in the online supporting information). the main independent vari-
able for both hypotheses is CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY, an additive 
index capturing how many campaign items a candidate has used 
during the election campaign. table a3 in the online supporting 
information lists the campaign items that were included in the can-
didate surveys.

data for measuring the legislative activity of members of 
the european Parliament are derived from the website votewatch 



407Campaigns and Policy-seeking representatives

europe.3  For both legislative cycles, we used the number of oral 
questions, prepared questions for question time, the number of 
reports written, and opinions and motions drafted by an MeP to 
create an additive index. We used participation in roll-call votes as 
an alternative measure of legislative activity. given the very high 
turnover in membership of the european Parliament between 
elections (yoshinaka, Mcelroy, and Bowler 2010), we divide these 
measures of legislative activity by the number of months an MeP 
has served in the european Parliament.

the legislative process, particularly in the eP, is labyrinthine, 
and we expect representatives who have served one term or more 
to be more effective at getting reports written and legislative activ-
ity in general. Parliamentarians from smaller party groups may 
have more tasks to deal with and are therefore more active in par-
liament. For this reason, we include dummy variables for each 
PARTY GROUP and control for the MePs’ COUNTRY of  origin.

two additional individual-level factors that may affect legisla-
tive productivity are ambition and gender. Meserve, Pemstein, and 
Bernhard use age as a proxy for personal ambitions, arguing that 
“age influences the career opportunities of MePs. specifically, the 
proportion of nationally ambitious MePs in the eP should quickly 
decrease as a function of age” (2009, 1018). although we are aware 
that age is a far from perfect proxy for personal ambition, we fol-
low their approach, and include the AGE and SQUARED AGE of  
every legislator.4  the relationship is expected to be nonlinear with 
AGE having a positive sign, AGE SQUARED a negative one, rep-
resenting a decline in ambition as representatives approach retire-
ment age. gender has also been found to play an important role in 
explaining legislative activity (Box-steffensmeier, de Boef, and Lin 
2004; salmond 2006; swers 2002; volden, Wiseman, and Wittmer 
2013; Wängnerud 2009), with female politicians largely found to 
be more legislatively entrepreneurial than their male counterparts; 
thus we include a dichotomous variable that takes the value 1 
if  a politician is FEMALE. We also control for COMMITTEE 
(CO-)CHAIRMANSHIP and political group leadership (PARTY 
OFFICE). Within the literature, activities such as report writing 
are highly correlated with committee chairmanship (yoshinaka, 
Mcelroy, and Bowler 2010), while parliamentary leadership is sig-
nificantly related to roll-call activity.

Finally, we control for national-level variations in the elec-
toral system, specifically the incentive to cultivate a personal vote. 
OPEN LIST captures whether parliamentarians have been elected 
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under preferential voting rules. if  an elector has the choice to 
vote for individual candidates, the system is considered as a pref-
erential one. the data are derived from the Centre virtuel de la 
Connaissance sur l’europe (2014a, 2014b).

Results

We present the results in three steps. First, we analyze whether 
self-reported measures of campaign activity are meaningful prox-
ies of campaign effort. afterwards, we analyze whether more 
active campaigners are indeed more active in parliament, which 
would support the policy-seeking perspective. Finally, we test the 
robustness of these findings in two national-level settings (the irish 
dáil and the german Bundestag).

Campaign Activity and Winning a Seat

Before analyzing whether active campaigners are also active 
in parliament, we need to address the consequences of campaign 
effort (our first—and very straightforward—hypothesis). as cam-
paign activity is constructed from a self-reported measure, poli-
ticians might under- or overstate their activities. the campaign 
activity index could, additionally, be distorted due to biased per-
ceptions of the candidates themselves. We address this measure va-
lidity concern by examining whether those who campaign harder 
are more likely to get elected (H1). the campaigning index, our key 
variable of interest, should approximate both campaign “quality” 
and campaign effort. thus, candidates with a higher score in the 
campaign activity should be more likely to get elected. if  higher 
scores on the campaign index do not influence election probabili-
ties at all, we face serious measurement issues.

We merge Waves i and Wave ii of the Comparative Candidate 
study to get the largest possible sample of respondents (CCs 2016, 
2018). While the comparative data  sets are fully anonymized, 
many candidate studies include an item that indicates whether 
the respondent was elected or not. thus, we use a binary meas-
ure of getting elected as our dependent variable and the additive 
campaign activity as our main independent variable. the impact 
of campaign effort on election probabilities should be stronger 
for nonincumbents than for incumbent candidates. incumbents 
profit from name recognition and often have more experience in 
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campaigning. therefore, engaging in more activities might not 
drastically increase reelection probabilities.

the availability of control variables differs markedly across 
the surveys. therefore, we only control for the gender (FEMALE) 
of a respondent. as observations are clustered into elections, we 
run a multilevel logistic regression with random intercepts for each 
of the 29 elections. Overall, we estimate the (re)election probabili-
ties of over 11,000 candidates who replied to the campaign activity 
questions and for whom information on incumbency, gender, and 
winning a seat was available.

Figure 1 plots the predicted probabilities of winning a seat 
for incumbents and nonincumbents, conditional on the campaign 
activity (based on Model 1 of table a1 in the online supporting 
information). generally, as pointed out previously (eggers et al. 
2015; Mcelroy and Marsh 2010), incumbents have a much higher 
chance of getting elected than challengers and added value of 
campaigning more is lower for incumbents. Nonincumbents who 
reported using fewer than 10 campaign items have a probability of 
getting elected of around 0.1. yet, nonincumbents who reported 
high levels of campaign activity (20-plus items) have a signifi-
cantly higher estimated chance of winning a seat with predicted 
probabilities exceeding 0.3.5  in Figure a1 in the online supporting 
information, we run the model separately for each country where 

Figure 1  
Predicting (re)election Based on Campaign activity 

Note: Predicted probabilities with 95% confidence intervals based on a multilevel logistic 
regression (table a1 in the online supporting information). the regression model consists 
of 11,980 respondents, clustered into 29 elections. the histogram below the predicted 
probabilities displays the distribution of the campaign activity variable.
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we have information on the incumbency status and the gender of 
a respondent.6  Overall, we find support that those who report they 
campaigned harder are significantly and substantively more likely 
to win a seat. We therefore have confidence that the self-reported 
measures reflect actual campaign effort.

The (Mostly) Missing Link Between Campaign Activity and 
Legislative Effort

Next, we turn to the second question of whether or not the 
more campaign active MePs are also more active in parliament. in 
Figure 2, we plot the bivariate relationships for the various meas-
ures separately for each legislative term and add loess regression 
lines. the scatterplots strongly suggest that campaign effort does 
not tend to be systematically positively correlated with legislative 

Figure 2  
the (Missing) relationship Between Campaign activity and 

Legislative activity
[Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Note: the dots mark the MePs who participated in the candidate surveys.

www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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effort, no matter whether we use the cumulative activity or the per-
centage of roll calls participated in. if  anything, there may even be 
a (slight) negative relationship for the 6th european Parliament 
(2009–14).

Next, we run a set of regressions with the different types of 
legislative activity as the dependent variable. Model 1 of table 1 
uses the monthly count of legislative activities as the dependent 
variable. as the count of the activity is highly skewed, we run neg-
ative binomial regressions. Model 2 is based on a linear regression 
model that uses the participation in roll-call votes as the dependent 
variable. in both models we merge the two legislative cycles. the 
remaining models reproduce these regressions for each term sepa-
rately. Looking at the coefficients for CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY 
confirms the visual evidence. the effect of the activity variables 
(both as a rescaled version and the absolute measures for each 
term) are negative and statistically insignificant across all models. 
We observe a u-shaped effect of AGE and AGE SQUARED when 
we look at the procedural activities; generally, older MePs are less 
active, both in terms of roll-call participation and procedural ac-
tivates. turning to the control variables, neither INCUMBENCY 
(having served as an MeP at election time), nor holding a 
COMMITTEE CHAIR seem to have substantial impacts on legis-
lative activity in any model. OPEN LIST only attains significance 
for the procedural measure when both sessions are combined; the 
negative sign suggests that MePs who have an incentive to culti-
vate a personal vote may be less legislatively active than their peers 
(possibly spending more time in their constituencies).

to ease the interpretation of the relationship between cam-
paign activity and legislative effort, we plot the predicted values 
based on the negative binomial regressions for the procedural 
activities and the linear regression for the participation in roll-call 
votes (Figures 3 and 4). these plots confirm the bivariate scat-
terplot and show visually that there is (at most) a small negative 
relationship between campaign activity and legislative effort. What 
we see, then, is no evidence in support of policy seeking by those 
candidates who are active campaigners.

Robustness 1: Ireland and Germany

as noted earlier, the eP represents a good case against which to 
test ideas of policy-seeking candidates. it may nevertheless be objected 
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that the eP presents an atypical legislature and that if we were to look 
at a national legislature, we would see more evidence of policy seek-
ing amongst the most active campaigners. We therefore replicated the 
preceding analysis for two national legislatures, those of germany 
(2005–09) and ireland (2007–11 and 2011–16) (gschwend et al. 2009; 
Mcelroy and Marsh 2011). Both these legislatures have data appro-
priate to the task, and both elect members via proportional systems. 
Moreover, the variation in legislative setting provided by these two 
legislatures allows us to look for cases that might provide even more/

Figure 3  
Predicting the Count of Monthly Legislative Procedural 

activities 

Note: Plots are based on Models 3 and 5 of table 1. the solid line shows the predicted 
values, the gray areas are 95% confidence intervals. the histograms below the plot show 
the distribution of the rescaled campaign activity. the remaining variables are held at their 
mean (continuous variables) and mode (categorical variables).

Figure 4  
Predicting Participation in roll-Call votes 

Note: Plots are based on Models 4 and 6 of table 1. the solid line shows the predicted 
values, the gray areas are 95% confidence intervals. the histograms below the plot show 
the distribution of the rescaled campaign activity. the remaining variables are held at their 
mean (continuous variables) and mode (categorical variables).
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less promising grounds for the relationship to exist. in the case of the 
ireland, the government dominates the legislative agenda, so we may 
expect the relationship to be weaker than in germany, where a strong 
committee system permits all MPs a chance to influence policy. 
Furthermore, both of these cases offer interesting electoral system 
variations. given the preferential electoral system used in ireland, the 
single transferable vote, there is a much stronger incentive for each 
member of Parliament (MP) to cultivate a personal vote when com-
pared with the eP.7  in germany, some members are elected through 
single-member districts, while others are elected through regional lists 
(though the system is proportional), thus varying the incentives to 
cultivate personal votes in the same assembly.

We do have to adopt appropriate measures of legislative 
activity to account for the changed context, but the hypothesis 
and approach is the same as with the eP. in some instances, this 
is straightforward. For example, the use of the question procedure 
is a relevant measure for the eP and the Bundestag (Bailer and 
Ohmura 2018; Font and durán 2016; Martin 2011; Martin and 
rozenberg 2014; Proksch and slapin 2011; raunio 1996; sozzi 
2016). But speech making is a relevant measure of legislative activ-
ity for ireland (Bauman, debus, and Müller 2015; debus and 
Bäck 2014; sieberer 2015; and more generally, Bäck and debus 
2016). thus, in the case of ireland we use speech count as the prin-
cipal measure of activity. in some ways, speech per se is similar to 
campaigning in terms of signaling, for example, to subgroups of 
voters. speech making, then, may not just be a policy-influencing 
measure but could also be about raising a teachta dála’s (td’s) – 
a Member of Parliament in ireland – profile, credit claiming, and 
personal vote building—in which case, this represents a relatively 
easy hurdle for Hypothesis 2 to clear. specifically, we use the num-
ber of spoken words in each parliamentary term as a proxy for our 
dependent variable, legislative effort. in practice, giving speeches in 
the dáil is not overly regulated by parliamentary rules, especially 
when compared with other parliamentary assemblies (Proksch and 
slapin 2012). speakers are relatively unconstrained in expressing 
their personal opinions (Herzog and Benoit 2015), and a member 
may make a statement on any matter (standing Order [sO] 450). 
the standing orders do prohibit a td from speaking twice on a 
given motion (sO49), but any member desiring to speak simply 
rises in his or her seat (sO47).8  all plenary speeches for the period 
2007 to 2016 were scraped from the website of the Houses of the 
Oireachtas and analyzed with the r package quanteda (Benoit et 
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al. 2018). the word count per speaker ranges from, for example, 
a low of 1,414 words spoken to a maximum of 787,659 for the 
31st dáil. We additionally include a measure of voting attendance 
for the 2011–16 Parliament, as this measure is directly comparable 
with one used in the earlier analysis for the eP.

in germany, as in the european Parliament, the time allo-
cated for speeches is strictly regulated (Proksch and slapin 2012; 
schreiner 2005).9  the number and length of speeches is thus not 
a good indicator for activity in the Bundestag. therefore, we also 
conceptualize legislative activity primarily as the sum of motions, 
motions for resolution, motions for amendment, draft laws, major 
interpellations, and minor interpellations (see, for example, Bailer 
and Ohmura 2018; sieberer 2015; and literature noted above).10  as 
questions are almost only used by opposition parties, we exclude 
written, oral, and urgent questions from our index. results do not 
change if  we include these items. table a2 in the online supporting 
information provides an overview of the variables that are taken 
as measures of legislative activity and compares them to those we 
used for the eP.

We also control for contextual factors in each case. We expect 
that prime ministers, opposition party leaders, and government 
ministers will speak more words than other legislators. thus, we 
include the variable MINISTER to capture these positions.11  
Furthermore, we control for whether a td holds a COMMITTEE 
CHAIR because, again, the number of spoken words or formal 
activities may be higher due to this parliamentary position. For 
germany, we also control for whether the respondent was elected 
as the list or single-member district (sMd) candidate (LIST 
CANDIDATE). in all five cases, we include INCUMBENCY 
(serving as an MP during the campaign) as a means of capturing 
any seniority and/or learning effects.

Following the previous model, we first present some descrip-
tive data and then multivariate approaches. First, correlation 
between the different measurements of legislative activity is rather 
weak (table a2 in the online supporting information). For the 
german case, the number of speeches is positively correlated with 
the legislative activity index. the data from the 31st dáil demon-
strate, however, that the correlation between the number of words 
spoken and vote activity is actually negative. Politicians who speak 
more tend to take part in fewer roll-call votes. these findings sug-
gest that legislative effort may have multiple dimensions and may 
be conceptualized in a number of ways. in which case we should, 
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and do, assess elements of legislative activity dimension by dimen-
sion. More to the point, using multiple measures of legislative 
activity means we are giving the hypothesis that campaign effort is 
a good signal of policy seeking every opportunity to find support 
in a range of legislative activity.

the scatterplots in Figure 5 clearly highlight that campaign 
effort does not tend to be systematically positively correlated with 
legislative effort, no matter whether we use the cumulative activity, 
the number of speeches, or the percentage of roll calls participated 
in. a (slightly) positive trend, at most, appears in the german case 
and for speeches in the irish dáil between 2007 and 2011. the 
positive relationship for germany appears to be explained by a 
government/opposition dynamic. Members of the opposition 
(FdP, die Linke, and Bündnis 90/die grünen) submitted almost 
708 motions, bills, questions, and interpellations over the four-year 
period while the average score for government members was only 

Figure 5  
the relationship Between Campaign activity and Legislative 

activity in germany and ireland 

Note: the dots mark the MPs who participated in the candidate surveys.
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22. Opposition members also tend to give more speeches than MPs 
from the government parties Cdu/Csu and sPd. if  there was a 
consistent relationship between campaign activity and legislative 
effort, we should already see these trends in scatterplots. the visual 
evidence, however, does not offer support for this hypothesis.

in table 2, we present the results of the regression of 
CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY on the various measures of legislative 
activity for germany and ireland, including a measure that cap-
tures GOVERNMENT/OPPOSTION status (which is also inter-
acted with CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY). as can be clearly seen from 
the results, CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY does not reach standard levels 
of significance for the irish case (alone or interacted). the predicted 
values (Figure 6) indicate a positive relationship, but the confidence 
intervals are very large, and the bivariate scatterplots (Figure 5) do 
not suggest any correlation between campaign activity and legisla-
tive effort.12  However, we do observe a positive relationship in the 
Bundestag for opposition MPs (right-hand panel of Figure 6).

taBLe 2  
Predicting Legislative activity in ireland and germany

 
M1: ireland 30 

(words)
M2: ireland 31 

(words)
M3: germany 16 

(procedural)

(intercept) 4.67 (0.93)*** 3.58 (0.73)*** 5.52 (0.52)***
Campaign activity 0.01 (0.06) 0.06 (0.05) 0.06 (0.03)*
government −2.04 (1.04) −0.14 (0.89) −1.56 (0.63)*
Female −0.19 (0.48) 0.38 (0.35) −0.25 (0.17)
age 0.52 (0.51) 0.70 (0.27)** −0.03 (0.14)
age squared −0.71 (0.78) 1.91 (0.98) 0.79 (0.75)
incumbent −2.80 (0.80)*** −0.61 (1.01) −0.16 (0.72)
Committee Chair −0.61 (0.30)* −0.82 (0.37)* 0.09 (0.27)
Minister 0.29 (0.33) 0.16 (0.29)
Campaign activity * 

Opposition
0.10 (0.07) −0.02 (0.07) −0.11 (0.03)**

Female * incumbent −0.10 (0.56) 0.08 (0.58) 0.09 (0.21)
List Candidate −0.04 (0.12)
aiC 703.26 851.87 2219.32
BiC 728.78 879.52 2259.71
Log Likelihood −339.63 −413.93 −1097.66
deviance 67.56 83.44 226.49

Num. Obs. 62 74 214

Note: all models are negative binomial regressions.

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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in the online supporting information, we also report the 
results from the second measures of legislative effort (Figure a2 
and table a4). a higher level of campaign activity does not relate 
to a higher roll-call participation in the 31st dáil (unfortunately, 
comprehensive roll-call data for the 30th dáil are not available). in 
the german case, CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY reveals a positive, but 
statistically insignificant, relationship between campaign activity 
and the number of legislative speeches, and only for opposition 
MPs. Of the control variables, COMMITTEE CHAIR is the only 
one that is systematically significant, and it is negatively related to 
speech making in ireland. None of the control variables reach sig-
nificance for the Bundestag. Overall, across five cases, three differ-
ent legislative settings, and several different model specifications, 
campaign activity is only related positively and substantively to 
legislative effort for members of the opposition in the Bundestag.

Robustness 2: Changing Specifications and Measurements

We conducted several robustness checks to test whether our 
independent variable captures good and successful campaigning, 
and we tested several alternative model specifications and chose 
different conceptualizations of the variables of interest. First, we 

Figure 6  
Predicting Legislative effort Based on Negative Binomial 

regressions with the Main Measure of Legislative activity as the 
dependent variable 

Note: Plots are based on Models 1–3 of table 2. the solid line shows the predicted values, 
the gray areas are 95% confidence intervals. the histograms below the plot show the 
distribution of the rescaled campaign activity. the remaining variables are held at their 
mean (continuous variables) and mode (categorical variables).



420 shaun Bowler, gail Mcelroy, and stefan Müller

test whether the candidates who participate in the surveys are a 
representative sample. to do so, we contrast the individual-level 
characteristics, party affiliation, and positions within the parlia-
ment of respondents with those parliamentarians who did not 
participate in the survey. the distributions are very similar across 
all measurable indicators (Figures a5–a9 in the online supporting 
information).

second, for the european Parliament, we standardized 
CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY to national-level means. the size of the 
negative effects decreases, but the coefficient does not change to 
the expected positive direction in any of the models (table a4 in 
the online supporting information).

third, we also rerun all models with an ordinal index of cam-
paign activity that considers the time a candidate reported to have 
spent on each activity. the regression coefficients are very similar, 
and the conclusions remain the same (table a5 in the online sup-
porting information).

Fourth, in all models we measure campaign activity by count-
ing the number of activities for each candidate. We also analyze 
each of the campaign activities individually to check whether the 
aggregation influences our results.13  We run two sample t-tests with 
the legislative activity for each politician and a binary grouping 
factor that indicates whether a candidate used a specific campaign 
component. Positive (negative) values indicate that the group that 
made use of an instrument has a higher (lower) average value of 
legislative activity. We plot the results of the 82 t-tests in Figure 3 
in the online supporting information. the differences in means 
are very small across almost all activities. For over 80% of the 
campaign items, the t-test is statistically insignificant, often with 
very wide confidence intervals. in Figure 4 in the online support-
ing information, we plot the 15 campaign activities that resulted 
in a statistically significant difference in legislative behavior. For 
the european Parliament, only two items have a significant posi-
tive impact. For the irish elections, we observe a trend of a lower 
degree of legislative activity for candidates who gave interviews to 
local or national tv stations or newspapers. in the german case, 
we observe a handful of activities that have a small negative mean 
difference. given that we do not observe consistent trends in terms 
of individual activities, we consider our aggregated index as the 
most suitable measure to capture the multidimensionality of cam-
paign effort. Overall, these extensive robustness checks show that 
our findings and overall conclusions do not seem to depend on 
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the modeling choice, measures of legislative behavior, or specific 
campaign activities.

Conclusion

taken as a whole, what implications do our findings have? 
there are two broad implications for this pattern of results. First, 
it is clear from results in the first hypothesis of the article that 
campaigning effort does lead to electoral success: there is therefore 
a point to candidates working hard at election time. that said, our 
second finding is that campaigning hard to become a candidate 
is not a good indicator of someone working hard as a legislator. 
the hardest-working candidate may well win the election, but that 
candidate is not one who works hard within the legislature once 
she or he is elected. the candidate who campaigns hardest may 
also be one who is less (or, at least, no more) interested in policy-
making. it is probably too strong to call this pattern of results a 
paradox, but these patterns are somewhat at odds with each other 
and especially so in light of the emphasis placed on campaigns as 
a signal within the literature on valence: campaign activity is not 
simply a noisy signal of legislative performance, it seems in fact to 
be a bad signal.

Based on our results of five legislative cycles and various 
measures of legislative behavior, campaign activity does not seem 
to be associated with policy-seeking behavior within the legisla-
ture. at the very least, campaigning is a noisy proxy for candidate 
valence, and voters should be wary of relying on campaigning as a 
reliable signal of candidate behavior once in office. these findings 
underscore how difficult it may be for voters to correctly identify 
higher-valence candidates. Parenthetically, this means that the lit-
erature on valence, and especially the more formal literature, could 
usefully further develop the consequences of noise in signals of 
valence. the weak result is robust to different specifications and 
measures and is seen not just within the eP but within the national 
settings of germany and ireland, too. Only for opposition MPs in 
the german case do we observe much of a relationship between 
campaign activity and legislative effort. Campaign effort is a good 
indicator of electoral success, but it is not a good indicator of a 
candidate being policy seeking.

it is, of course, possible to read too much into weak find-
ings. despite the interest within several literatures on the value 
of nonresults (e.g., Findley et al. 2016; Franco, Malhotra, and 
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simonovits 2014), there is always the suspicion that weak results 
could be made stronger by better modeling. But the findings we 
present hold up to a variety of different specifications, alternative 
conceptualizations of the key dependent and independent vari-
ables. it is therefore very unlikely that the finding is an artifact of 
measurement issues or model specification. Nor does it seem to be 
the case that the result can be explained by the survey samples. as 
the online supporting information shows, those who replied to the 
survey are not notably different from those who did not reply to 
the survey in terms of their legislative activity, party affiliations, 
and legislative posts. there is little (if  any) difference between 
respondents and nonrespondents across a range of measures in 
all the cases we examine. We believe we have done due diligence in 
terms of robustness checks and so are confident that our finding 
is indeed a robust one. Put another way, if  there is anything to the 
argument that campaign effort is a signal of policy-seeking can-
didates, we really should have found at least some signs of that in 
at least some of the scatterplots, models, specifications, and meas-
ures. One should not have to look this hard for the relationship if  
a strong one exists.

an additional implication of these findings is that they 
point up the usefulness of developing new measures of activity 
for both candidate effort and candidate qualities. throughout we 
have used metrics that have been identified in the literature. Our 
results point up the value in considering different survey instru-
ments to the familiar battery of questions relating to time spent 
on various activities. such questions might include assessment of 
the value of one’s own activities or those of other parties. this 
point also applies to measures of legislator activity. Just as with 
campaign activity, then, perhaps legislators who care about policy 
may not be the ones who speak more or who ask more questions 
or who pass more motions (measures that are standard within the 
field). Of course, if  these measures of legislative action are sim-
ply about show and not substance, then it is even more surprising 
that campaigning has no relationship to showmanship. Observable 
procedural-based activities (speeches/motions) may not indicate 
legislator quality. the results from germany in particular may indi-
cate that government MPs are engaging in different activities that 
are not recorded officially. For instance, perhaps we would benefit 
from having better scales for nonprocedural based—or informal—
activities, such as engagement with voters, media, or variation 
in MPs’ use of technology (see akirav 2016). the availability of 
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digitalized political text, media reports, and social media interac-
tions could be used in future studies to develop alternative meas-
ures of campaign activity and legislative behavior that go beyond 
candidate surveys or formal activities. Future research could use 
textual data to compare whether the policies candidates empha-
size during campaigns—for instance, in press releases or infor-
mation on their websites—correspond to subsequent measurable 
legislative activities in these policy areas. More broadly, our results 
suggest that there will be value in developing different measures 
covering additional dimensions of both campaign and legislative 
activity. though such a task is beyond the current article, we hope 
to help promote such discussion.
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NOTES

data on legislative activity and the corresponding replication code are avail-
able for download on the Legislative Studies Quarterly dataverse. Candidate 
survey data was made available by simon Hix <s.hix@lse.ac.uk> (european 
Parliament), thomas Zittel <zittel@soz.uni-frankfurt.de> (germany), and gail 
Mcelroy  <mcelroy@tcd.ie> (ireland). We would like to sincerely thank these 
scholars and their research teams for administering these elite surveys and for 
making this data available to us. due to european data-protection laws and the 
anonymity guarantees made to respondents, we cannot release identifying candi-
date data. Please request deanonymized versions of the candidate data from the 
respective research teams.
 1. although volden and Wiseman (2014) uncover a nonlinear relationship be-

tween electoral security and legislative effectiveness, they find that legislators 
who are least secure electorally are also not very effective—presumably be-
cause they have to spend more of their energies attending to their districts 
(and perhaps engaging in more active campaigning raising money and so 
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on) than engaging in lawmaking activities. Hence, their results suggest that 
we should not expect to see a positive relationship between election activities 
and lawmaking effectiveness, which is loosely consistent with the findings 
that we see in this article. We would like the thank one of our reviewers for 
drawing our attention to this work.

 2. relatedly, arguments that legislatively activity could be interpreted as a sig-
nal of office-seeking behavior on the part of ambitious politicians trying to 
curry favor with the party leadership are hard to sustain in the eP, given the 
very high turnover in each session. For instance, only 39% of MePs in the 
8th legislature (2014–19) were returned for the 9th (2019–24).

 3. see http://www.votew atch.eu/.
 4. We also run the models with a dummy variable that indicates whether a MP/

td is younger than 40 years of age (as suggested by Meserve et al. 2009). 
the results remain the same. see also Bailer and Ohmura (2018) for a discus-
sion of the life cycle of legislative activity within the Bundestag.

 5. this result also holds if  we use an ordinal index that measures how much 
time candidates spent on each campaigning item (see Model 2 of table a1 
in the online supporting information).

 6. Many country-level models fail to converge when adding the interac-
tion of INCUMBENT and CAMAPAIGN ACTIVITY. therefore, we use 
INCUMBENT as a control variable in all models, but we do include the 
two-way interaction with CAMPAIGN ACTIVITY. Candidate gender was 
not significant in the overarching model and rarely reached significance in 
the country-level models, with the notable exceptions of germany (positive 
coefficient for FEMALE) and romania (negative coefficient).

 7. We allow that irish MePs are also elected via stv to the eP, but they con-
stituted only 1.4% of all MePs in the 8th Parliament, and we control for this 
via the OPEN LIST measure.

 8. Question time is more heavily regulated, given the limited time allocated to 
it (45 minutes twice a week).

 9. For every 60 minutes of speaking time, the Cdu/Csu and sPd each were 
allocated 19  minutes, the FdP eight and die Linke and Bündnis 90/die 
grünen each seven minutes.

 10. information provided by the Bundeswahlleiter and the dokumentations- 
und informationssystems für Parlamentarische vorgänge (diP). Note that 
opposition members used these tools far more frequently than government 
MPs.

 11. We have only one minister and opposition leader in our german sample, 
and therefore we do not include this variable in our main models. the results 
remain the same, however, if  the MINISTER variable is included.

 12. the substantive conclusion remains unchanged when running a linear re-
gression with the logged number of words as the dependent variable.

 13. We would like to thank one of the reviewers for this advice.

http://www.votewatch.eu/
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