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Abstract
More than half of the current members of the US Congress served in their state legislature prior to holding
federal office. We quantify the relationship between state legislative service and career progression to
Congress. Using close elections for exogenous assignment of political experience across otherwise similar
candidates, we show that serving in the state legislature more than doubles an individual’s probability of
eventually contesting a Congressional seat relative to a similar candidate who lost in a comparable election;
it also doubles the individual politician’s probability of eventually winning a Congressional seat. State leg-
islatures thus create national politicians out of otherwise marginal political entrants. We then show that
the effect of state legislative service on career progression is larger in more professionalized legislatures,
highlighting the role of institutions in facilitating political career progression. Our results hold important
implications for representation and accountability, and confirm that prevailing institutions can affect pol-
itical selection via career progression.

Keywords: American politics; elections and campaigns; legislative politics; political economy; state and intergovernmental
politics

Political selection is the process by which individuals become candidates for office, ultimately
shaping the pool of elected officials. A large literature examines individual factors that affect can-
didate emergence, finding relationships with ambition (Maestas et al., 2006), gender (Fox and
Lawless, 2014; Brown et al., 2019; Bernhard and Benedictis-Kessner, 2021), personality (Dynes
et al., 2019), the returns to holding office (Querubin and Jr, 2009), and wealth (Carnes, 2018),
among others. Institutional factors, such as the role of party preferences, are also linked to can-
didate emergence (Fox and Lawless, 2011; Dittmar, 2015; Butler and Preece, 2016; Hassell, 2017).

In tiered political systems, progressive ambition—existing politicians’ aspiration for holding
higher office—is intricately linked to candidate emergence for higher levels of elected office. In
the United States, for example, more than half of the members of the 116th Congress had pre-
viously served in state legislatures. But does lower-level political experience enhance an individual
politician’s capacity to run for, or win, higher office—and if so, under which conditions?

Drawing on both the individual and institutional determinants literatures, this paper investi-
gates the relationship between state legislative experience, and the characteristics of the institu-
tions in which politicians gain that experience, on candidate emergence for the US Congress.
We first quantify the positive causal effect of state legislative experience on candidacy for and
election to Congress using data that cover the universe of elections for single-member state legis-
lative districts from 1967 to the present linked to federal elections records. An additional term in
the state legislature increases the probability of a politician ever contesting a federal election by
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nearly four percentage points—approximately equal to the mean probability that state legislative
candidates are ever observed contesting a Congressional primary or general election. The majority
of this effect is realized in the decision to run for House primary and then general elections. An
additional term in a state legislature also doubles the likelihood of winning a Congressional seat
and serving as a federal legislator.

We then focus on the ways in which institutional structures affect the experience–progression
relationship. Legislative professionalism—a concept that characterizes the nature of the experi-
ence as a state legislator via salaries, expected time commitment, and the resources they have
available for staff (Squire, 1988, 2007)—proves to be a substantive institutional determinant
of state legislators’ career progression.1 Winning an additional state legislature term in a one
standard deviation more professional legislature leads to that person being six percentage points
(or 25 percent) more likely to run for Congress than a similar candidate who won in state whose
legislature has average professionalization. More professional legislatures see nearly a 50 percent
increase in the unconditional rate at which their members win House elections.

Contributing to a literature on how the financial returns to holding office result in political
selection (see Dal Bó and Finan, 2018), we also find that states with more stringent regulations
around “cooling off” periods—those which restrict private sector lobbying activity after political
service—produce more candidates for higher office. This likely contrasts with expectations of
increased retention as a result of revolving door policies, which are a consequence of artificially
reduced opportunity costs of remaining a state legislator. Our results thus provide new empirical
evidence for a tradeoff between reducing regulatory capture and retaining experienced legislators.

In the following section, we discuss existing research on candidate emergence and political
selection. We then highlight the competing theoretical predictions in this work and how it relates
to institutional features of state legislatures. We then discuss the data and research design before
presenting the effect of winning a seat in a state legislature on future office holding. Next, we
interrogate the mechanisms behind the differences in state legislature professionalism, including
the constituent parts of professionalism and the role played by variation in post-political careers.

1. Institutions and political selection
There is a sizeable literature investigating the determinants of candidate selection at varying levels
of government and across institutional contexts. Underscoring the importance of understanding
political selection are the established links between politicians’ backgrounds and policy outcomes,
with broader implications for representation of diverse societies (Lawless, 2004; Lee et al., 2004;
Washington, 2008; Carnes, 2013; Miler, 2018; Thompson et al., 2019). Our paper is also related to
the literature examining self-selection into politics (e.g., Mattozzi and Merlo, 2008; Fox and
Lawless, 2011; Dal Bó and Finan, 2018). This paper focuses on how institutions affect the decision
to run for higher office conditional on already serving in lower level legislatures.

We first examine US state legislators and whether state legislative service causes individuals to
eventually run for Congress. As the most common path to becoming a member of Congress is
through state legislative service (Carson, 2005), this setting is of per se importance for under-
standing political selection and candidate emergence at the national level. In line with previous
work, we expect there to be a positive effect of winning a state legislative seat on the probability
of running for Congress (Wasserman, 2018; Brown et al., 2019; Bernhard and Benedictis-Kessner,
2021). We also examine potential variation in this positive effect through analyzing “windows of
opportunities”—that is, whether there are diminishing marginal returns to being as-if randomly

1Existing work finds that legislative professionalism can enable gubernatorial effectiveness (Dilger et al., 1995; Kousser and
Phillips, 2012), constrain unilateral executive action through increasing capacity in legislatures (Bolton and Thrower, 2016),
affect a state’s credit risk evaluation (Fortunato and Turner, 2018), and shapes the behavior of legislatures and their members
(Fowler and McClure, 1990; Kousser, 2006).
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assigned additional years of legislative experience. We hypothesize that the effect of state legisla-
tive experience is not strictly linearly related to higher probability of seeking higher office: the
benefit will primarily come through the first victory.

1.1 State legislatures and career incentives

We expect that institutions that place restrictions on legislators’ careers have the potential to pro-
duce heterogeneity in the effect of state legislative office holding on higher office seeking. The first
and most obvious of these career limitations comes through term limits. Term limits are a recent
feature in the structure of state legislature service that research has shown to have broad effects on
legislature performance and legislator behavior (Kousser, 2005; Carey, 2006; Fowler and Hall,
2014; Fahey, 2018). Theoretical predictions on the relationship between experience and higher
office seeking are ambiguous. Term limits affect the potential amount of total state legislative
experience a politician can accrue, which could encourage state legislators to consider higher
office sooner than they otherwise would have. Term limits also work the other direction—they
might preclude the accrual of sufficient experience for a viable Congressional candidacy. Term
limits might also change political selection into state legislature candidacy due to an institution-
ally limited career, which could lead to the selection of more progressively ambitious candidates
who expect to seek higher office after reaching a term limit, or might increase the selection of
candidates who view political service as temporary. Empirically, our comparison will compare
the magnitude of the effect among states with and without term limits.2

The final career restriction we consider is policies that place limits on the outside options of state
legislators. Opportunity costs for many public servants are high, given the typically lower salaries in
thepublic sector. Someevidence, largelyoutside of contemporaryAmericanpolitics, suggests there is
a substantial financial return to holding office (Eggers and Hainmueller, 2009; Querubin and Jr,
2009; Dal Bó and Finan, 2018). These expected future returns factor into a politician’s decisionmak-
ing, and given the substantial differences across states in legislator resources and salary the effects
shouldbeparticularly pronounced. If legislators’post-political careeroptions and the commensurate
financial returns are limited, pursuing higher officewill be amore attractive path than other options.
In related research, Strickland (2019) finds that the demand for legislators-turned-lobbyists
decreases once the market becomes saturated, leading to fewer state legislators entering lobbying
as their expected value decreases. Egerod (2017) finds US Senators strategically retire when, ex
ante, they expect higher returns in the lobbying sector. Consistent with this work, we hypothesize
that stricter restrictions on outside options will lead to more candidates running for higher office.3

1.2 Legislative professionalism

Former state legislators from professionalized legislatures are, on average, more effective members of
Congress (Volden and Wiseman, 2014), holding implications for the quality of representation and
legislative outcomes. We then investigate institutional variation in generating candidates for federal
office, with a particular focus on legislative professionalism. Professional legislatures are those in
which legislators are, most broadly, provided resources and see their legislative role as a full-time job
(the United States Congress is typically considered the pinnacle of professionalized legislatures).4

2It is, however, possible that the adoption of term limits produces variation in the types of candidates who seek office based
on ambition. Our empirical strategy holds constant this selection effect by comparing similar candidates (from the same
states) to each other at the discontinuity of near-victories. We leave further examination of the adoption of term limits
and their effect on the pool of potential office seekers for future work.

3In the results, we also assess the interaction between term limits and state professionalism, noting that the ex ante the-
oretical expectation is ambiguous. Features that correlate with higher professionalism may counteract the revolving door
restrictions. Additionally, as we demonstrate, the adoption of such restrictions is correlated with professionalism.

4For more on the conceptualization of legislative professionalism, see Squire (1988) and Bowen and Greene (2014). We
discuss below the measurement of legislative professionalism.
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Existing research on how legislative professionalism directly relates to political selection
includes Maestas et al. (2006), building on Rohde (1979), who argue that legislative profession-
alism enters into candidate emergence through interacting with ambition (see also Fowler and
McClure, 1990). They find that professionalism affects ambition through a survey of sitting,
elected state legislators that asks the legislator to assess their own ambition (Maestas et al.,
2006). More professional legislatures tend to see their more ambitious legislators run for higher
office. However, this leaves open the question of which features of professionalism lead to vari-
ation in higher office seeking, or whether the effect is purely through selection (i.e., ambitious
types are more likely to select into professional legislatures in the first place). There is also strong
evidence that professional legislatures attract “better”—that is, more knowledgeable—legislators
(Butler and Nemerever, 2019).

There are various competing predictions about the relationship between professionalism and
selection into higher office. Among state legislators—specifically, individuals who have already
run for and won an elected office—characteristics of the state legislature may generate variation
in higher office seeking by affecting incentives for elected members to remain a legislator or to
pursue higher office or other opportunities (e.g., lobbying). The mechanisms behind this relation-
ship fall into two broad categories: (1) the legislature’s ability to retain incumbent legislators;
(2) the legislature’s ability for incumbent legislators to increase their probability of winning a
future congressional election. Traits of professionalism affect both of these mechanisms.

Professionalized legislatures feature more resources for their members such as salaries and
funds for full-time administrative and/or legislative staff.5 Professional legislatures should then
be able to attract and retain better legislators, given the more attractive features of the job
(Squire, 1988; Ferraz and Finan, 2008; Fisman et al., 2015).6 On the other hand, as suggested
by Maestas et al. (2006), ambition may be correlated with selection into professional legislatures,
which then may result in higher turnover among the pool of state legislators as they are more
likely on average to leave the state legislature to run for higher office.

The other broad mechanism through which professionalism affects candidate emergence for
Congress is through providing state legislators advantages if they do wish to run for higher office.
A feature of professional legislatures is the ability for its members to treat it like a full-time job
(competitive salaries, long sessions, and no need to maintain a second job or business) and access
to resources for members to build up a personal vote (e.g., Fenno, 1978), including professional
legislative staff in the state capitol and in district offices. In other words, professional legislatures
permit their members to develop experience in politics similar to that of a member of Congress
(Berkman, 1994; Fiorina, 1994). This proposition has not been subject to much empirical scru-
tiny, however.7 Ex ante, the expected direction of the relationship between service in professio-
nalized and higher office seeking is mixed.

Similarly, the expectations surrounding the heterogeneous relationship between professional-
ism, its individual component parts, and higher office seeking is mixed. For instance, a longer
legislative session allows legislators to better establish electoral constituencies and credit claim
on policy, but it also limits available time for campaigning and establishing links to the relevant
party actors. Additionally, this component of professionalism will be strongly related to other
components, such as availability of staffing. Longer sessions in legislatures with more staffing
resources enables more policymaking and credit claiming opportunities, but also presents a better
opportunity for motivated legislators to develop a career in state public service (and as a result

5For instance, in a highly professional legislature like California, members are full-time and provided multiple full-time staff
members. In a low professional legislature such as North Carolina, members share staff and are paid less than $ 15, 000 in
annual salary.

6There has been little research on the direct connection between salaries and candidate emergence in the American
context.

7Using a sample of legislators who were elected in 2014, Butler and Nemerever (2019) find no evidence for a relationship
between professionalism and retaining incumbents.
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may lead to less upward candidacy). We investigate these heterogeneities below using data that
account for the constituent elements of professionalism (Bowen and Greene, 2014).8

2. Context and data sources
We use the State Legislative Election Returns (SLER) data set by Klarner et al. (2013). The SLER
contains candidate-level election returns for US state legislature elections from 1967 to 2010; we
use information on candidate’s name, state, district, and the chamber they are running in, as well
as total vote counts and the candidate’s party. We then merge the SLER to records from
Congressional primary and general election returns from 1968 to 2018. This process begins
with a fuzzy matching algorithm based on first and last name fields, and requires matches to
occur within the same state. The vast majority of those found are perfect matches; the remainder
are reviewed manually to ensure accuracy, resulting in relatively little ambiguity in the final
matches found.9 For later analyses, we combine these data on state legislatures’ professionalism
and term limits, as well as individual-level measures of ideological extremity. For the analysis,
we restrict our sample to the first appearance of each individual in the data. This is done in
order to not overweight individuals who appear in multiple state legislative elections but (by con-
struction) have the same career outcome; results are not sensitive to this choice in any way.10

Limiting to these races also allows a comparison among candidates without prior experience
(and knowledge gained) in congressional campaigning.

Our sample consists of over 35,000 observations representing candidates across more than
20,000 unique contested elections. Table 1 contains summary statistics of the data set, showing
that 50 percent of the candidates are Democrats, the average candidate has little previous state
legislative experience, and four percent of these candidates are ever observed running for a
Congressional primary or general election, and only two percent ever run for any federal general
election.

Table 1. Summary statistics

Statistic N Mean SD Min Max

Won election 34,178 0.4 0.5 0 1
Victory margin 34,178 −0.04 0.1 −0.2 0.2
Democrat 34,178 0.5 0.5 0 1
Terms served 34,178 0.04 0.4 0 13
Term length 34,178 2.3 0.8 1 5
Number of candidates in election 34,178 2.1 0.4 2 8
Ever run for Cong. prim or gen. 34,178 0.04 0.2 0 1
Run in House primary 34,178 0.03 0.2 0 1
Run in Senate primary 34,178 0.01 0.1 0 1
Run for House 34,178 0.02 0.1 0 1
Run in general election 34,178 0.02 0.2 0 1
Professionalism 32,393 0.1 1.4 −1.9 8.6
Session length (days) 32,393 144.4 77.4 36.0 521.9
Salary (000s) 33,937 60.7 48.7 0.0 254.9
Expenditures 33,937 532.9 680.9 37.5 5420.9
State Congressional delegation size 34,178 9.8 10.0 1 53

8We additionally note that these component parts are highly correlated with each other, complicating the isolation of
subcomponents of professionalism.

9Our data cleaning and preparation process otherwise follows that of Brown et al. (2019), with further detail on the name
matching process in the text accompanying Appendix Table 2.

10Appendix Tables 3 and 4 contain a replication of our results from a sample that does not impose this restriction.
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3. Empirical strategy
We first estimate the relationship between state legislative experience and career progression to
Congressional candidacy and officeholding. To do this, we conceptualize closely won elections
as career shocks that assign an additional term of state legislative experience quasi-experimentally
across otherwise-comparable individuals.11

The regression discontinuity specification is as follows:

Yist = aWon state seatist + bmarginist + g[Won state seatist ×marginist]+ Xistd+ ts + ft + eist

(1)

where Yist stands for a set of binary outcomes which takes the value of one (and is zero otherwise)
if state legislature candidate i in election at time t in state s ever: (1) stands as a candidate for a
House primary, (2) wins a House primary, (3) stands as a candidate for a House general election,
or (4) wins a House general election. Won state seatist, takes the value of one if candidate i won
their state s legislature election in year t, and is zero otherwise. marginist is the margin by which
the candidate won (taking negative values if the candidate lost), and the linear effect of the victory
margin can vary flexibly on either side of the threshold via γ. Xist includes the candidate’s cumu-
lative (observed) legislative experience, party, term length, a constructed measure of the total
number of candidates in the election, and whether individual is contesting a special election.12

Time-invariant state effects are captured by τs, and common shocks by election year in which
candidates are contesting the state legislature election are captured by ϕt. ϵist is the error term,
and we cluster standard errors by state.13 α is the parameter of interest, capturing the regression
discontinuity estimate of the relationship between a term of experience in the state legislature and
entry and success in Congressional politics. For all analyses, we restrict the sample to single-
member districts,14 the first time that candidates appear in our sample, and elections that fall
within Calonico et al. (2019)’s mean-squared-error optimal bandwidth estimated separately for
each outcome, specification, and sample used.

There has been substantial critique of the use of close elections for empirical identification
since the estimation of incumbency effects in the US Congress by (Lee, 2008). Notably,
Caughey and Sekhon (2011) and Grimmer et al. (2011) show that the local continuity assumption
does not hold at election thresholds for the sample of candidates for US House elections from
1942 to 2008. The conclusion from this work is that selection increases as races get closer,
particularly along a set of measures broadly related to candidates’ “structural advantage.” More
recent work, however, shows that some of these concerns may be tempered when correcting
for multiple hypotheses and in consideration of the inferential assumptions used (de la Cuesta
and Imai, 2016). We are not aware of established evidence of sorting among state legislature elec-
tions; following the recommendations from the studies above, implications regarding multi-order
polynomials and bandwidths from Caughey and Sekhon (2011), and best practices from Cattaneo
et al. (2020), we undertake a battery of tests to show that there is no evidence of sorting akin to
that for US House elections.

We first show the McCrary (2008) density test in Figure 1, with no evidence of manipulation
around the threshold (p-value: 0.984). Table 2 tests for sorting at the identifying threshold and

11As far as we are aware, the application of close-won elections in the estimation of individual-level cross-level political
outcomes was first used in Brown et al. (2019), from which our empirical approach derives.

12In the appendix, Table 18 reports the main results without covariate adjustment demonstrating little difference produced
by including covariates.

13Clustering standard errors by state is relatively conservative, potentially generating a lower bound in the precision of our
estimates, and nests clustering by constituencies and elections.

14Multi-member districts have varying rules for who gets elected, which do not necessarily follow a sharp discontinuity for
individual winners and losers and thus do not lend themselves in all cases to the empirical approach; multi-member districts
currently comprise only a small fraction of the total seats in US state legislatures.
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shows continuity in contemporaneous individual and election observables that should not be sys-
tematically related to the winner of the election. Specifically, we test for a relationship between a
close win and individual and contextual measures of “structural advantage”—including the can-
didate’s incumbency, prior experience, prior losses, the number of candidates in the election, as
well as their party and their party’s alignment with the sitting governor or the legislative majority
party. As mentioned above, our sample is optimal-bandwidth restricted and uses a local linear
specification to detect discontinuities as the threshold; we find no evidence across any of the indi-
vidual or party-based measures of structural advantage—notably not among party alignment with
the sitting governor nor with the contemporaneous state legislature’s majority. We also show, in
Appendix Figure 1, that our sample of close elections is proportionate to the share of total elec-
tions by state over this time period.

3.1 Estimating the effect of state legislative experience on Congressional candidacy and
representation

As primaries are the typical, but not only, path to Congressional candidacy, we first estimate the
effect of a narrow victory in state legislative elections on subsequently running in and winning a
House primary. Candidate emergence and competition in primary races is of broad interest in
political science (e.g., Hall, 2015; Hassell, 2017) since it ultimately affects the pool of candidates
for service in Congress—with implications for accountability of elected officials (Rohde, 1979).
Figures 2(a) and 2(b) present the focal analysis graphically by plotting the rate at which state
legislative candidates ever contest and win House primaries by the binned margin of victory

Figure 1. McCrary (2008) density test.
Note: Figure reports a depiction of the McCrary (2008) density test. The sample includes all contested elections. The p-value for the test
of a discontinuity in the density is 0.984.

Political Science Research and Methods 769

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

2.
16

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16


they experienced in their first close state legislature election. A negative value on the x-axis indi-
cates the candidate lost; a positive value indicates winning the focal state legislative election.

We see a clear effect of winning a state legislature seat on running in a House primary, winning
a House primary, and then running in a House general election.15 Relative to marginal losers,
marginal winners exhibit a more than doubling of the likelihood of ever contesting a

Table 2. Test of sorting at the identifying threshold

Covariate tested:

Panel A: Incumbency and election characteristics

Is incumbent Number of terms served Number of previous losses Number of candidates
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Won state legis. seat 0.002 −0.005 0.003 0.001
(0.004) (0.013) (0.017) (0.005)

N 20,464 21,645 31,359 33,022
R2 0.355 0.397 0.333 0.437

Panel B: Party and party alignment

Is Democrat Is Republican From governor’s party From majority party
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Won state legis. seat 0.025 −0.025 0.005 −0.0001
(0.019) (0.020) (0.008) (0.006)

N 22,676 21,575 31,601 28,906
R2 0.170 0.179 0.406 0.334

∗p , 0.1; ∗∗p , 0.05; ∗∗∗p , 0.01.
Note: This table reports estimates of the effect of an additional state legislative term on individuals’ career progression to Congressional
candidacy. The dependent variable is equal to one if the candidate ever runs in the election listed in the column header and is zero
otherwise. The sample contains all first-time state legislative elections within the optimal bandwidth given by the Calonico et al. (2019)
algorithm. All regressions include state and election year fixed effects, a linear term for the vote margin and its interaction for having won the
election, and the full set of candidate and election controls. Standard errors clustered by state legislative constituency are reported in
parentheses.

Figure 2. Regression discontinuity plots: running for and winning house primaries: (a) run in House primary and (b) win
House primary.
Note: These plots show empirical regression discontinuity plots estimating the effect of winning a state legislature election on running
for or winning House primary elections. The fitted lines are second-order polynomials. The x-axis is the fractional vote share margin
ranging from − 1 to 1. The plots include 95 percent confidence intervals calculated from a linear regression of the raw data within
the optimal bandwidths on each side of the cutoff.

15This has a systematic but not mechanical relationship with primary elections, as not all candidates for general elections
contest in a primary.
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Congressional election. These differences, which mirror the results from regressions, consistently
approximate a doubling of the probability of ever contesting up of the course of a politician’s
career.

Figure 3 depicts the effect of winning a state legislature election on whether the individual ever
runs in aHouse general election.Not onlyare candidatesmuchmore likely to run inHouse primaries
uponnarrowlywinning a state legislative election, theyare alsomore likely towin thoseprimaries and
become a candidate in the general election. The effect sizes are similar to primaries as well, almost
doubling the probability of running if they win close state legislative elections. But do these candi-
dates ultimately win House elections? Put differently, does state legislative experience influence
the pool of Congressional candidates as well as those ultimately elected to Congress?

In Figure 4 we show that there is about a 1 percentage point increase in the unconditional
probability of winning a general election based on a near-victory in a state legislative election.
While this magnitude is small, it is large relative to the rate at which state legislative candidates
are ever observed winning a House election (under 1 percent, see Table 1). That is, a marginally
won term in the state legislature effectively doubles the likelihood that a politician will ever win a
Congressional seat.

3.2 Point estimates from local linear RDD

The graphical analysis in the above figures are akin to the local linear estimation of Equation 1,
the results of which we show in Table 3. We estimate three indicator variables that take a value of
one if the state legislator ever runs in a House primary, wins a House primary, or runs in a House
general election, respectively, and is zero otherwise.16

Figure 3. Regression discontinuity plots: running for House seats.
Note: This plot shows empirical regression discontinuity plots estimating the effect of winning a state legislature election on ever run-
ning in a House general election. The fitted lines are second-order polynomials. The x-axis is the fractional vote share margin. The plots
include 95 percent confidence intervals calculated from a linear regression of the raw data within the optimal bandwidths on each side
of the cutoff.

16Not all individuals who run in general elections are observed in primaries, which generally capture only those candidates
from main parties.
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Column 1 of Table 3 establishes that an individual who closely wins a state legislature seat
is approximately 3.6 percentage points more likely to be seen contesting for a House primary
election, is 2.6 percentage points more likely to win the House primary. Additional state
legislature experience increases the probability of running in a House general election by
2.3 percentage points, and increases the probability of ever winning by approximately 1 percent-
age point.

The mean rate of contesting a House election in the sample is only 2.2 percent, and that of
winning a House election is less than 1 percent. The effects of a marginal term in the state legis-
lature on these outcomes are thus substantial: the magnitude of the effect on any of the four out-
comes is approximately the mean rate at which state legislature candidates are ever observed
contesting or winning primaries or general elections.17 That is, serving an additional state

Figure 4. Regression discontinuity plots: winning general elections, win House general election, win any general.
Note: These plots show empirical regression discontinuity plots estimating the effect of winning a state legislature election on winning a
House election and winning any general (house or Senate) election. The fitted lines are second-order polynomials. The x-axis is the
fractional vote share margin ranging from − 1 to 1. The plots include 95 percent confidence intervals calculated from a linear regression
of the raw data within the optimal bandwidths on each side of the cutoff.

Table 3. Effect of state legislative service on career progression to Congressional candidacy and representation

Ever:

Ran for House primary Won House primary Ran for House general Won House general
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Won state legis. seat 0.036*** 0.026*** 0.023*** 0.009***
(0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002)

Outcome mean 0.035 0.021 0.022 0.008
Outcome SD 0.183 0.145 0.146 0.088
Bandwidth 0.22 0.27 0.22 0.2
N 34,316 41,628 34,178 30,939
R2 0.031 0.023 0.025 0.017

∗p , 0.1; ∗∗p , 0.05; ∗∗∗p , 0.01.
Note: This table reports estimates of the effect of an additional state legislative term on individuals’ career progression to Congress. The
dependent variable is equal to one if the candidate ever runs in the election listed in the column header and is zero otherwise. The sample
contains all first-time state legislative elections within the optimal bandwidth based on the Calonico et al. (2019) algorithm. All regressions
include state and election year fixed effects, a linear term in the election margin as well as its interaction with the indicator for having won,
and the full set of candidate and election controls. Estimations are triangular kernel-weighted. Standard errors clustered by state are
reported in parentheses.

17While the table reports outcome means and standard deviations for the bandwidth-restricted sample, the overall means
and standard deviations for the full sample are nearly the same.
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legislature term results in a doubling of the rate of contesting up, as well as a doubling in the like-
lihood of ever being elected to Congressional office.

There is minimal effect on Senate candidacy and representation (see Appendix Table 5);
results are also robust to a range of alternative bandwidths (see Appendix Table 1) as well as esti-
mation via logistic regression (see Appendix Table 6). Thus, not only does state legislative experi-
ence create Congressional candidates that otherwise wouldn’t contest a Congressional election,
but generates candidates who win their elections and become Congress members. Across
measures, the effect on winning an election is around half the effect on candidacy—meaning
that around half of the politicians induced to run for Congressional office due to their state legis-
lative service eventually win a Congressional seat.

3.3 Upward career progression from state legislatures: discussion

One of the contributions of the paper is to establish empirically that gaining state legislative
experience leads to a much higher probability of holding higher elected office, influencing who
is represented by congressional policymaking (Fox and Lawless, 2011; Carnes, 2018). This con-
tributes to a vast literature on political selection given that, to date, an empirical estimation of the
return to state legislative service on career progression has not been established—for the USA, or
any other country. These results also provide context to the broader literature on candidate selec-
tion by clarifying that state legislative service increases the marginal candidate’s likelihood of run-
ning for Congress—even when holding constant unobservables such as ambition or other valence
traits (Maestas et al., 2006; Fox and Lawless, 2014). Below, we unpack heterogeneity in this effect
across dimensions of institutional settings that may be hypothesized to produce variation in the
capacity or propensity to seek higher office.

A typical concern about estimates recovered by a regression discontinuity design is their gen-
eralizability away from the threshold-based locality around which estimates are internally valid. In
the current context, the concern is that competitive elections (or districts) differ systematically
from non-competitive districts such that effects on career progression from close-won elections
are either larger or smaller than those when the candidate wins by a large margin. On the one
hand, a competitive election could drain a candidate’s resources, precluding a Congressional
run in the near future and thus muting the effect relative to a candidate who won by a large mar-
gin. Alternatively, a state legislator who won a competitive election may have received greater
exposure to voters during their campaign, thereby increasing their valence and the viability of
a future Congressional campaign. Existing research sheds some light onto this concern,18 though
there is not a consensus on how competitive and non-competitive state legislature districts vary in
their ability to generate candidates for federal office.19 While we cannot say that our estimates
represent upper or lower bounds of the average effect across all candidates and elections, the
value in the estimates we recover is in their locally valid interpretation as the effect of state legis-
lature service for marginally elected state legislators. This subset comprises approximately 46 per-
cent of all contested elections, and the approach yields estimates that represent an effect among
candidates whose win was far from guaranteed—rather than strong incumbents or political elites
who win by large margins, or generally unelectable candidates. This means that the positive
effects of state legislature service to career progression are relevant to otherwise marginal politi-
cians, whose political career ostensibly could have stalled after losing their state legislature race.

18A common distinguishing feature between competitive and non-competitive districts is the presence of an incumbent
and the resulting incumbency advantage (and lower levels of competitiveness) that this generates in such elections. While
the Congressional incumbency advantage has been declining over time (Jacobson, 2015), it remains quite large in state legis-
lative elections—approaching 9 percent (Fowler and Hall, 2014). Fowler and Hall (2014) also show that there is nearly zero
partisan incumbency advantage.

19Carson et al. (2019) suggest that variation in incumbency advantage over time is driven by the nationalization of politics
at sub-national levels (Abramowitz and Webster, 2016).
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3.4 Heterogeneity and robustness of main results

In this section, we examine the heterogeneity surrounding the primary quantity of interest: near
electoral victories to state legislatures and upward candidacy. We analyze possible sources of vari-
ation by legislators’ career differences, and other sources of district and legislature traits that
might influence the probability of running for higher office conditional on a near win.

Career lengths. For how long is state legislative experience valuable in generating a
Congressional bid? We might expect any of three profiles of the effect of experience over time:
(1) immediately valuable, but with high depreciation, (2) constant with no depreciation, or
(3) growing in value over time. Figure 5 plots the probability of running for higher office by
or at different points of time, as measured by the number of Congressional elections that
occur from the time of the close state legislature election. The top two plots of the panel display
the cumulative probability of running and winning a House election over an increasingly expan-
sive window relative to the time of the close-won state legislature election. That is, we estimate the
probability that somebody will run or win by the first n opportunities to do so; our main results
above are for when n =∞. As these show, the probabilities increase until around the fifth oppor-
tunity (given that most state legislature terms of office are two years, this is within ten years after
the focal state legislature election)—at which point they begin to plateau. The bottom two plots

Figure 5. Congressional candidacy and representation across expanding time horizons: (a) run in House election, (b) win
House election, (c) run in House election and (d) win House election.
Note: These plots display the coefficients from regression discontinuity estimates of the same form as above, along with 95 percent
confidence intervals. In the top two figures, each outcome is an indicator of whether an individual runs for higher office given a certain
opportunity to do so. For example, the third opportunity would represent their third congressional election while in state legislative
office, and the probability is cumulative across those three opportunities. In the bottom two panels, the probability of running is plotted
within a given window of opportunity. Instead of a cumulative probability, it is the probability that a candidate will run in their third
term, not by their third term, for instance.
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estimate the contemporaneous (rather than cumulative) quantity: the probability that an individ-
ual will run for (panel C) or win (panel D) a federal election relative to when their state legislature
election occurred. These marginal probabilities at a given point in time further highlight the fact
that the value of state legislative experience in generating Congressional candidates and represen-
tatives is around ten years.

Career stage. We next investigate the point in an individual’s career at which additional state
legislative experience is most valuable for higher level candidacy by investigating the magnitude of
effects in a different sample of state legislators—those who win or lose a close election after
already having served one, two or three (or more) terms in a state legislature. Figure 6 estimates
the specifications in Table 3 across samples of candidates who contest a state legislature election
having already served. (The primary analysis uses candidates who are observed for the first time
in our sample, and thus would never have been observed having previously held state legislative
office.) We see quite clearly that the effects of additional service are positive and approximately
similar for those who have never previously served (similar to the sample in our main analysis)
and those who win an additional term after already serving one term, but begins to consistently
decline at the point of winning a third term (two previous terms served) to the point of being
statistically indistinguishable from zero for those who already served three terms. We are cautious
with interpretation here, because it is not possible to distinguish the pattern of effects as being
attributable to heterogeneous effects versus selection on types (i.e., those who run again after hav-
ing served three terms might have lower levels of progressive ambition). However, this does pro-
vide additional evidence that the value of state legislative service is highest at the earlier stages of a
legislator’s career.

Deterrence. Next, we test whether the effect might ultimately be derived from the behavioral
response among state legislature election losers by restricting the sample to candidates in close
elections who previously lost a state legislature election. Among this subsample, we hypothesize,

Figure 6. Model results by number of previous legislative terms served.
Note: Figure depicts coefficient estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals for the estimation of Equation 1 for separate samples
based on the number of previous terms served and the outcomes defined in the legend.
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the deterrence/hazard effects of losing an election will be smaller, and thus if our main effect were
primarily due to an exit from politics as a result of a previous election loss, we would see a smaller
difference among winners and losers in the effect of winning the focal state legislature election on
higher-level candidacy. Appendix Table 7 estimates the specification in Table 3 for this sample,
and finds effects of equivalent magnitude—providing indirect evidence against this explanation of
our main results.

Term limits. We estimate samples separated by state-years with term limits versus no term
limits in Appendix Tables 8 and 9.20 Most states that enacted term limits did so in the 1990s,
and thus the term-limited legislatures comprise a more recent sample which is also subject to
greater truncation, though effects for both samples remain positive. As discussed previously,
we expect a positive relationship between state legislative experience and running for Congress
among both term limited and non-term limited states: conditional on running for office in either
institutional equilibrium, there will still be a positive effect of serving in a state legislature on
upwardcandidacy among similar types of candidates (a comparison produced by the RD design).
Appendix Figure 3 displays the main results from above, disaggregated by decade. Our substan-
tive interpretations remain the same—a positive relationship in both institutional arrangements—
and the results are almost all statistically significant, despite the drop in sample size as a result of
dividing the data.

Chamber heterogeneity. We then test heterogeneity by which chamber the legislator is
initially elected to, using the same specifications as above. On average, the upper chamber of a
legislature will offer more opportunities in terms of resources and policy impact for a state legis-
lator, perhaps increasing the probability that they run for higher office. However, as is the case in
the professionalism discussion previously, this might also lead to higher retention as it increases
the quality of the job, leading to countervailing hypotheses as to the effect of state legislative ser-
vice on upward candidacy. In Appendix Tables 10 and 11 we split the sample by the chamber in
which the legislator is initially elected and find that the effect of narrowly winning an election
remains positive and statistically significant in both samples. However, the effect is larger
among those elected initially to the upper chamber.21

District competitiveness. Finally, one potential concern with the main results above is that
they are driven primarily by state legislative districts which overlap competitive congressional
districts, offering more opportunities for legislators to run for higher office. To provide some
additional evidence about whether this might or might not be the case, in Appendix Figure 4
we present maps of state legislative districts for the lower house and congressional districts, filled
in based on competitiveness. These maps show that there is substantial overlap in which districts
are competitive at the state legislative level versus the congressional level, and no systematic
difference in where one is more likely to find a certain type of district.22

4. Institutional determinants of upward political selection
We now discuss and interrogate some mechanisms of upward candidacy related to a near-victory
in a state legislative election, and examine heterogeneity in the relationship based on features of
the legislature to which the candidate is elected. As discussed theoretically above, we specifically
focus on legislative professionalism—the resources available to legislators—which varies

20Discussed more below, we also estimate results with a sample restricted to states that ever adopt term limits and the
interaction with state legislative professionalism.

21In the appendix, we explore another source of heterogeneity: ideological extremity. Recent research has shown a relation-
ship between ideological extremity and selection into seeking state legislative office (Hall, 2019). We also find a relationship
between ideological extremity and office-seeking: legislators one standard deviation higher than mean extremity are roughly
33 percent more likely to run for Congress.

22An interesting question for future work, beyond the scope of this analysis, is whether congruency among state legislative
districts vis-a-vis congressional districts drives selection into running for office in the first place.
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significantly across states. We then analyze if ideological extremism predicts running for higher
office. Finally, we assess how variation in outside options available to state legislators, specifically
within the lobbying industry produced by revolving door restrictiveness, produces differences in
which state legislatures experience higher turnover and more produce more candidates for higher
office.

4.1 Professionalism

Next, we aim to better understand how the relationship between state legislative experience and
Congressional candidacy varies across institutional contexts—namely, across legislatures that vary
in their level of professionalism. Our primary measures of state legislative professionalism come
from Bowen and Greene (2014).23 Our primary measure of interest is the first dimension of a
state’s overall legislative professionalism (see Bowen and Greene, 2014, for more details on con-
struction). In later analyses, we also use the constituent parts of the index, including the length of
the legislative session, legislators’ salary, and expenditures per legislator.

There is broad heterogeneity across states in their professionalism providing substantial het-
erogeneity in this measure. For instance, in California legislators are full-time and are paid
over $ 110, 000 a year in salary. They are allocated personal staff and maintain offices in the
capitol as well as their districts. However, California is largely an outlier. In 25 state legislatures,
legislators are provided one or fewer personal staff. In North Carolina, legislators are paid less
than $ 14, 000 a year in salary. In many legislatures, then, legislators are expected to hold full-time
jobs outside of their elected service.

Next, we turn to the relationship between these features of a state legislative seat and the pro-
pensity for state legislators to compete for higher office. We motivate this undertaking by estab-
lishing the basic correlation between states’ mean level of professionalism (described in more
detail below), and the share of state legislators serving in our data that we ever observe running
in a Congressional primary or general election. Figure 7 depicts this relationship graphically, sug-
gesting a strong positive correlation between professionalism and career progression.

An interpretation of this descriptive correlation at face value would suggest that professional-
ism is strongly correlated with career progression from local to national politics, or, alternatively,
that professionalized legislatures attract more upwardly mobile politicians. To first assess the het-
erogeneity in the probability of running for higher office on legislative professionalism, we inter-
act the focal RDD regressor in Equation (1) (Won state seatist) with a unit-standardized
professionalism score from Bowen and Greene (2014), and include the main effect of the profes-
sionalism score. The specification then becomes:

Yist = a0Won state seatist + a1[Won state seatist∗Professionalismist]

+ a2Professionalismist + bmarginist

+ g[Won state seatist ×marginist]+ Xistd+ ts + ft + eist

(2)

Table 4 shows, consistent with Figure 7, that there is a positive relationship between profes-
sionalism and running for higher office—although the quasi-experimentally estimated effects
are approximately half the magnitude of the correlational magnitude. Taking the results from col-
umns 3 and 4, a winning candidate from a legislature one standard deviation over the mean value

23Bowen and Greene (2014) closely follow Squire (1988), although a feature of Bowen and Greene (2014) relative to the
Squire (1988) is that it includes the constituent parts of legislative professionalism, which vary over time, and are of theor-
etical interest in our analysis. The Bowen and Greene measure is also more time variant than the Squire scores resulting in
somewhat less measurement error. Finally, Bowen and Greene (2014) show that their topline measure of legislative profes-
sionalism correlates closely with the Squire (1988).
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of professionalism is 25 percent more likely to run for a House seat and 50 percent more likely to
win a House seat.

We also examine heterogeneity in effects across the constituent parts of the professionalism
score, including session length, legislator salary, and expenditures per legislator. Appendix
Table 12 displays results from the regression discontinuity specification interacting each of
these components with having narrowly won an election. Each constituent part is associated
with a positive increase in Congressional candidacy, but high collinearity reduces precision sub-
stantially. We also estimate separate models for each interaction (see Appendix Table 13), which

Figure 7. Correlation of state legislative professionalism and upward candidacy.
The x-axis is the Bowen and Greene (2014) professionalism index and the y-axis is the proportion of state legislative candidates that ever
run for a congressional office.

Table 4. Effect of state legislative service interacted with state legislative professionalism

Ever:

Ran for House primary Won House primary Ran for House general Won House general
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Won 0.039*** 0.027*** 0.025*** 0.010***
(0.006) (0.004) (0.005) (0.002)

Professionalism −0.013*** −0.008*** −0.007** −0.004*
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002)

Ever won × Professionalism 0.017*** 0.013*** 0.013*** 0.009***
(0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.001)

Bandwidth 0.22 0.27 0.22 0.2
N 32,521 39,407 32,393 29,344
R2 0.032 0.024 0.025 0.019

∗p , 0.1; ∗∗p , 0.05; ∗∗∗p , 0.01.
Note: This table reports the same model specifications as in Table 3, but includes an interaction with a globally unit-standardized
professionalism score for the state-chamber-year based on Bowen and Greene (2014). The dependent variable is equal to one if the
candidate ever runs in the election listed in the column header and is zero otherwise. The sample contains all first-time state legislative
elections within the optimal bandwidth based on the Calonico et al. (2019) algorithm. All regressions include state and election year fixed
effects, a linear term in the election margin as well as its interaction with the indicator for having won, and the full set of candidate and
election controls. Estimations are triangular kernel-weighted. Standard errors clustered by state are reported in parentheses.
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shows each component being statistically significant and with an overall effect similar in magni-
tude to the interaction with the professionalism index from Table 16.24

Finally, we consider additional heterogeneity driven by the interaction between term limits and
professionalism. One concern is that those states that adopted term limits are fundamentally
different from those that did not, and that pooling these states together could hide that the effect
is only among states who never adopted term limits. Kousser (2005) in particular outlines the
“dismantling” of legislative professionalism produced by term limits and how term limits can
change the composition of legislatures (as well as inter- and intra-branch interactions), which
may have downstream impacts on the propensity to run for Congress and win Congressional
seats. Descriptively, there is a slight correlation between term limit adoption and professionalism:
10 percent of “high” professionalism state-years are term-limited compared to 7 percent of
“medium” professionalism state-years and 4 percent of “low” professionalism state-years. But
is there a unique feature of the states that do adopt term limits that masks the relationship
between winning a state legislature seat and seeking higher office? And how does this relate to
professionalism in the same way as described above? Appendix Table 8 contains estimates
based on elections in the sample of states that ever adopted term limits, interacting the indicator
for winning with the professionalism score. Among these states, the main effect of winning a state
legislative election is substantively large and statistically significant at conventional levels.
Additionally, the interaction with professionalism is substantively large in the outcomes of run-
ning for or winning a House election. In other words, there does not appear to be evidence that
states that adopt term limits see fundamentally different behavior among (barely winning) state
legislators in terms of seeking higher office.

We show that additional experience in a highly professional state legislature results in a higher
probability of running for a congressional seat in the future. This is consistent with previous
research (Maestas et al., 2006) which shows observationally among a sample of sitting state
legislators that more professional legislatures see higher rates of candidate emergence for
Congress—with professional legislatures potentially enabling ambition among already ambitious
types. Our results confirm this finding quasi-experimentally in a framework that avoids a
confounding of electoral success in the state legislature with politicians’ ambition. Our results
thus lend further support to the idea that service in the legislature itself, and the institutional fea-
tures associated with this service, lead to higher rates of running for Congress. In the appendix
(Tables 12 and 13), we show that it is difficult to provide even suggestive evidence that certain
features of professionalism are more likely to contribute to this overall result.25 Next, we examine
another feature affecting legislator career concerns: the returns available vis-a-vis outside options.

4.2 Outside options

To investigate this relationship, we employ data from Strickland (2019) on the severity of lobby-
ing “cooling-off” periods in state legislatures. Cooling-off periods determine how long (if at all)
legislators must wait to lobby their former institution. (In the Congressional setting, cooling-off
regulations have been shown to change the career trajectories of congressional staff who become
lobbyists (Cain and Drutman, 2014).) Over the course of our sample, most states implemented a

24One concern with professionalism is that some larger states, such as California, are highly professional and have large
House delegations, generating more opportunities for potential candidates and producing the relationship we find here with
professionalism. We note that these models include state fixed effects which largely absorb delegation size effects. However,
we also include models in Appendix Table 19 that split the sample by delegation size tercile, finding similar results to
Table 16, though with larger standard errors around the interaction term due to the split sample.

25A fruitful avenue for future work would be to examine how specific institutional arrangements within state legislatures
affect career concerns. For example, do legislatures that offer district staff allow state legislators to more effectively build an
“electoral constituency” and run for Congress (e.g., Fenno, 1978)? Do legislatures with more demanding schedules make it
more difficult for their members to run for higher office?
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one year ban for legislators, with a two year ban less common, followed by a session or six month
ban, the least common. Currently, nearly 40 states have some version of a cooling off period.26

We take these time-varying measures by state and bin them into “none,” “low,” “medium,”
and “high” bins of strictness, following Strickland (2019). We then assign each of these bins a
number from 0 to 3, respectively. “Low” states consist of those with cooling off periods of
only one term whereas “high” states have a ban of two years or more. The expectation is that
in states with less strict cooling off periods, running for higher office becomes less attractive
given the availability of good outside options. These states should see fewer of their legislators
run for higher office.

We use the same model specifications as above and separate the states by the low and high
categories. Table 3 displays the coefficient on the RDD estimate for these models. Consistent
with the expectation from previous work, state legislators in states with stricter cooling off periods
tend to run for higher office at higher rates. The difference is quite large between states with no or
lax restrictions compared to those with high restrictions. Since the restrictions variable is by con-
struction linear and additive, a legislator who narrowly wins an election to a state with high
restrictions is four percentage points more likely to run in a House primary than a similar legis-
lator from a state with no restrictions.

In the appendix, we further investigate the relationship between professionalism and revolving
door restrictions, which has not been taken on by previous research. It could be the case that less
professional legislatures are also those with more lax revolving door restrictions and willingness to
enact revolving door restrictions is correlated with professionalism. However, these states may
simultaneously be the most likely to have strict revolving door restrictions, because revolving
door-type opportunities are more attractive relative to the low salaries paid to their legislators.
Similarly, professional legislatures may be those that also enact more revolving door restric-
tions—but they also may be less meaningful because legislator salaries are higher. We shed
some light onto these questions by first showing that descriptively professionalism and revolving
door restriction strictness are correlated.27 Appendix Table 17 shows results from the same inter-
action as Table 5 with the sample split by high or low professionalism. In both subsamples, the
interaction is positive and similar in magnitude to the pooled results, though lacking in statistical
precision, in part due to smaller sample sizes.

Policymakers designing revolving door restrictions may jointly aim to reduce regulatory cap-
ture and increase retention among legislators through limiting outside career options and lower-
ing the opportunity cost of remaining a legislator. Our results, however, lend nuance to these
considerations: “cooling off” periods are associated with more state legislators seeking higher
office. While revolving door regulations may address one aspect of good governance by reducing
capture and limiting lobbyists’ influence, our results suggest this comes at the cost of a tradeoff in
legislator retention.

5. Discussion and conclusion
A hallmark of democratic governance is the belief in the ability of competent citizens to earn their
way to prominent leadership roles. Examples of successful individuals with “humble beginnings”
are often used as proof against a preponderance of elite capture or dynasticism in US politics.
Service in a state legislature is the single-most dominant career path that precedes

26Most states’ revolving door restrictions follow a similar structure (among those that have adopted them). For instance,
Georgia’s policy enacts a “prohibition from registering as a lobbyist or engaging in lobbying for 1 year after leaving office.”
Though less common, some states have cooling off periods, like Congress’, that allow legislators to lobby as long as they
are not lobbying their former colleagues. See the National Conference of State Legislatures for a list of all current policies:
https://www.ncsl.org/research/ethics/50-state-table-revolving-door-prohibitions.aspx.

27States with no restrictions have an average standardized Bowen and Greene score of − 0.5, low restriction states have a
score of 0.1, and medium and high restriction states have a score of 0.3.
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Congressional service—but are those who follow this path destined to higher offices, or does serv-
ing in the state legislature facilitate career progression for the marginal state legislator? Candidate
emergence and political selection, and what drives individuals to run for higher office, holds sub-
stantial implications for descriptive representation (Lawless, 2004; Washington, 2008; Carnes,
2013; Thomsen and King, 2020), accountability of elected officials to citizens (Schlesinger,
1966; Rohde, 1979), and the prevention of corruption (Ferraz and Finan, 2008; Dal Bó and
Finan, 2018).

Using data that trace the political careers of candidates for US state legislatures since 1967, we
quantify the value of serving in a state legislature for career progression to national politics.
Winning an additional term in the state legislature increases the probability of ever running in
a Congressional primary by four percentage points, in a Congressional general election by two
percentage points, and increases the unconditional likelihood of ever winning a Congressional
general election and serving in Congress by approximately 1 percentage point. These effect
sizes are large, as they constitute a more than doubling of the likelihood of these outcomes relative
to the mean rate at which state legislature candidates are seen contesting or serving for
Congressional office. These results add important context to competing theoretical debates on
political selection broadly, and candidate emergence for Congress in particular. Scholarship on
candidate emergence for Congressional seats identifies an ambition gap which drives variation
in which candidates run, or are selected to run, for Congress (Maestas et al., 2006; Fox and
Lawless, 2011; Dittmar, 2015). If we assume that office-seeking ambition is similar among can-
didates who barely win or lose an initial state legislative election, we find a meaningful career
return to state legislative service.

The average effect, however, masks substantial heterogeneities across states whose institutions
differentially favor or hinder political career progression. We find that highly professionalized leg-
islatures are more likely to see their members run for and win higher office, as those legislatures
that provide more resources to legislators lead to more Congressional candidates and enable more
successful Congressional campaigns (e.g., Berkman, 1994; Berry et al., 2000). Better pay and more
resources may thus have countervailing effects on the retention of state legislators, as increased
resources may enable some legislators to instead seek federal office. Additionally, we find that
each element of professionalism—salaries, staff, and term length—are positively correlated with
upward candidacy. Furthermore, the restrictiveness of revolving door regulations for state legis-
lators also produces variability in higher office seeking: states with stricter regulations—in other
words, those states that provide more limits on the ex post careers of their legislators—are more

Table 5. Effect of state legislative service interacted with state revolving door legislation

Ever:

Ran for House primary Won House primary Ran for House general Won House general
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Won 0.023*** 0.021*** 0.021*** 0.006*
(0.008) (0.006) (0.006) (0.003)

Won × rev. door legis. 0.010* 0.009** 0.007** 0.002
(0.006) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002)

Bandwidth 0.21 0.21 0.22 0.23
N 9003 9254 9509 10,186
R2 0.032 0.024 0.024 0.016

∗p , 0.1; ∗∗p , 0.05; ∗∗∗p , 0.01.
Note: This table reports the same model specifications as in Table 3, but includes an interaction with an indicator of revolving door strictness
from Strickland (2019). Data are available from 1990 to 2008 and the median year is 2002. The dependent variable is equal to one if the
candidate ever runs in the election listed in the column header and is zero otherwise. The sample contains all first-time state legislative
elections within the optimal bandwidth based on the Calonico et al. (2019) algorithm. All regressions include state and election year fixed
effects, a linear term in the election margin as well as its interaction with the indicator for having won, and the full set of candidate and
election controls. Estimations are triangular kernel-weighted. Standard errors clustered by state are reported in parentheses.
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likely to see their members run for Congress. For policymakers, this is a complex problem. Does
restricting the later careers of state legislators affect selection into office and turnover once there?

Our work contributes to the understanding of how the returns to office affect political selec-
tion (Eggers and Hainmueller, 2009; Querubin and Jr, 2009) and specifically the role of profes-
sionalism in higher office seeking (Maestas et al., 2006; Butler and Nemerever, 2019). Broader
implications derive from a better understanding of the determinants of the pool of congressional
candidates. As Congress members who were formerly state legislators in professionalized legisla-
tures are generally more effective relative to their peers without state legislative experience
(Volden and Wiseman, 2014), then the fact that some states are more likely to send their legis-
lators to Congress generates substantive consequences for the quality of democratic representa-
tion. Future work should investigate the implications these dynamics have for representation
via policy outcomes, as well as quantify the effects of local political service on career progression
to the various public service opportunities available to state legislators for subsequent career
moves.

Acknowledgments. We thank Hans Hassell, Zoe Nemerever, James Reeves, Joel Sievert, and Olga Stoddard for helpful
comments. We are grateful to Ryan Brown, Hani Mansour, James Reeves, James Strickland, and Jason Windett for sharing
data. The views and conclusions expressed in this work are those of the authors.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16.
To obtain replication material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/LK925K.

References
Abramowitz AI and Webster S (2016) The rise of negative partisanship and the nationalization of US elections in the 21st

century. Electoral Studies 41, 12–22.
Berkman MB (1994) State legislators in congress: strategic politicians, professional legislatures, and the party nexus.

American Journal of Political Science 38, 1025–1055.
Bernhard R and Benedictis-Kessner J de (2021) Men and women candidates are similarly persistent after losing elections.

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 118, e2026726118.
Berry WD, Berkman MB and Schneiderman S (2000) Legislative professionalism and incumbent reelection: the develop-

ment of institutional boundaries. American Political Science Review 94, 859–874.
Bolton A and Thrower S (2016) Legislative capacity and executive unilateralism. American Journal of Political Science 60,

649–663.
Bowen DC and Greene Z (2014) Should we measure professionalism with an index? A note on theory and practice in state

legislative professionalism research. State Politics & Policy Quarterly 14, 277–296.
Brown R, Mansour H, O’Connell S and Reeves J (2020) Gender Differences in Political Career Progression: evidence from

U.S. Elections, Working paper.
Butler D and Nemerever Z (2019) The Professionalism Advantage: Attracting, Fostering or Retaining Quality?’.
Butler DM and Preece JR (2016) Recruitment and perceptions of gender bias in party leader support. Political Research

Quarterly 69, 842–851.
Cain BE and Drutman L (2014) Congressional staff and the revolving door: the impact of regulatory change. Election Law

Journal 13, 27–44.
Calonico S, Cattaneo MD, Farrell MH and Titiunik R (2019) Regression discontinuity designs using covariates. Review of

Economics and Statistics 101, 442–451.
Carey JM, Niemi RG, Powell LW and Moncrief GF (2006) The effects of term limits on state legislatures: a new survey of the

50 states. Legislative Studies Quarterly 31, 105–134.
Carnes N (2013) White-Collar Government: The Hidden Role of Class in Economic Policy Making. Chicago, IL: University of

Chicago Press.
Carnes N (2018) The Cash Ceiling: Why Only the Rich Run for Office–and What We Can Do about It. Vol. 16. Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press.
Carson JL (2005) Strategy, selection, and candidate competition in US House and Senate elections. The Journal of Politics 67,

1–28.
Carson JL, Sievert J and Williamson RD (2019) Nationalization and the incumbency advantage. Political Research Quarterly

73, 156–168.
Cattaneo MD, Titiunik R and Vazquez-Bare G (2020) The Regression Discontinuity Design, in Handbook of Research

Methods in Political Science and International Relations, Sage Publications, chap. 44, pp. 835–857.

782 Joshua McCrain and Stephen D. O’Connell

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

2.
16

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/LK925K
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16


Caughey D and Sekhon JS (2011) Elections and the regression discontinuity design: lessons from close U.S. House races,
1942–2008. Political Analysis 19, 385–408.

Dal Bó E and Finan F (2018) Progress and perspectives in the study of political selection. Annual Review of Economics 10,
541–575.

de la Cuesta B and Imai K (2016) Misunderstandings about the regression discontinuity design in the study of close elec-
tions. Annual Review of Political Science 19, 375–396.

Dilger RJ, Krause GA and Moffett RR (1995) State legislative professionalism and gubernatorial effectiveness, 1978–1991.
Legislative Studies Quarterly 20, 553–571.

Dittmar K (2015) Encouragement is not enough: addressing social and structural barriers to female recruitment. Politics &
Gender 11, 759–765.

Dynes AM, Hassell HJ and Miles MR (2019) The personality of the politically ambitious. Political Behavior 41, 309–336.
Egerod BCK (2017) The Lure of the Private Sector: Career prospects affect the selection out of the Senate.
Eggers AC and Hainmueller J (2009) MPs for sale? Returns to office in postwar British politics. American Political Science

Review 103, 513–533.
Fahey K (2018) Demonstrating the (in)effectiveness of electoral reforms. Electoral Studies 56, 35–46.
Fenno RF (1978) Home Style: House Members in their Districts. New York, NY: HarperCollins.
Ferraz C and Finan F (2008) Exposing corrupt politicians: the effects of Brazil’s publicly released audits on electoral out-

comes. The Quarterly Journal of Economics 123, 703–745.
Fiorina MP (1994) Divided government in the American states: a byproduct of legislative professionalism? American Political

Science Review 88, 304–316.
Fisman R, Harmon NA, Kamenica E and Munk I (2015) Labor supply of politicians. Journal of the European Economic

Association 13, 871–905.
Fortunato D and Turner IR (2018) Legislative capacity and credit risk. American Journal of Political Science 62, 623–636.
Fowler A and Hall A (2014) Disentangling the personal and partisan incumbency advantages: evidence from close elections

and term limits. Quarterly Journal of Political Science 9, 501–531.
Fowler LL and McClure RD (1990) Political Ambition: Who Decides to Run for Congress. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Fox RL and Lawless JL (2011) Gaining and losing interest in running for public office: the concept of dynamic political

ambition. The Journal of Politics 73, 443–462.
Fox RL and Lawless JL (2014) Uncovering the origins of the gender gap in political ambition. American Political Science

Review 108, 499–519.
Grimmer J, Hersh E, Feinstein B and Carpenter D (2011) Are Close Elections Random? Working paper.
Hall AB (2015) What happens when extremists win primaries? American Political Science Review 109, 18–42.
Hall AB (2019) Who Wants to Run?: How the Devaluing of Political Office Drives Polarization. Chicago, IL: University of

Chicago Press.
Hassell HJ (2017) The Party’s Primary: Control of Congressional Nominations. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Jacobson GC (2015) It’s nothing personal: the decline of the incumbency advantage in US House elections. The Journal of

Politics 77, 861–873.
Klarner C, Berry WD, Carsey TM, Jewell M, Niemi R, Powell L and Snyder J (2013) State Legislative Election Returns

(1967–2010), Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research, Ann Arbor, MI.
Kousser T (2005) Term Limits and the Dismantling of State Legislative Professionalism. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press.
Kousser T (2006) The limited impact of term limits: contingent effects on the complexity and breadth of laws. State Politics &

Policy Quarterly 6, 410–429.
Kousser T and Phillips JH (2012) The Power of American Governors: Winning on Budgets and Losing on Policy. Cambridge,

UK: Cambridge University Press.
Lawless JL (2004) Politics of presence? Congresswomen and symbolic representation. Political Research Quarterly 57, 81–99.
Lee DS (2008) Randomized experiments from non-random selection in U.S. House elections. Journal of Econometrics 142,

675–697.
Lee DS, Moretti E and Butler MJ (2004) Do voters affect or elect policies? Evidence from the US House. The Quarterly

Journal of Economics 119, 807–859.
Maestas CD, Fulton S, Maisel LS and Stone WJ (2006) When to risk it? Institutions, ambitions, and the decision to run for

the US House. American Political Science Review 100, 195–208.
Mattozzi A and Merlo A (2008) Political careers or career politicians? Journal of Public Economics 92, 597–608.
McCrary J (2008) Manipulation of the running variable in the regression discontinuity design: a density test. Journal of

Econometrics 142, 698–714.
Miler KC (2018) Poor Representation: Congress and the Politics of Poverty in the United States. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press.
Querubin P and Snyder Jr JM (2009) The returns to US congressional seats in the mid-19th century. The Political Economy

of Democracy 255–240.

Political Science Research and Methods 783

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

2.
16

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16


Rohde DW (1979) Risk-bearing and progressive ambition: the case of members of the United States House of representatives.
American Journal of Political Science 23, 1–26.

Schlesinger JA (1966) Ambition and Politics: Political Careers in the United States. Chicago, IL: Rand MacNally.
Squire P (1988) Member career opportunities and the internal organization of legislatures. The Journal of Politics 50,

726–744.
Squire P (2007) Measuring state legislative professionalism: the squire index revisited. State Politics & Policy Quarterly 7,

211–227.
Strickland JM (2019) The declining value of revolving-door lobbyists: evidence from the American states. American Journal

of Political Science 64, 67–81.
Thompson DM, Feigenbaum JJ, Hall AB and Yoder J (2019) Who Becomes a Member of Congress? Evidence From

De-Anonymized Census Data, Tech. rep., National Bureau of Economic Research.
Thomsen DM and King AS (2020) Women’s representation and the gendered pipeline to power. American Political Science

Review 114, 1–12.
Volden C and Wiseman AE (2014) Legislative Effectiveness in the United States Congress: The Lawmakers. Cambridge, UK:

Cambridge University Press.
Washington EL (2008) Female socialization: how daughters affect their legislator fathers. American Economic Review 98,

311–32.
Wasserman M (2018) Gender differences in politician persistence, Available at SSRN 3370587.

Cite this article: McCrain J, O’Connell SD (2023). Experience, institutions, and candidate emergence: the political career
returns to state legislative service. Political Science Research and Methods 11, 763–784. https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16

784 Joshua McCrain and Stephen D. O’Connell

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/p

sr
m

.2
02

2.
16

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16
https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2022.16

	Experience, institutions, and candidate emergence: the political career returns to state legislative service
	Institutions and political selection
	State legislatures and career incentives
	Legislative professionalism

	Context and data sources
	Empirical strategy
	Estimating the effect of state legislative experience on Congressional candidacy and representation
	Point estimates from local linear RDD
	Upward career progression from state legislatures: discussion
	Heterogeneity and robustness of main results

	Institutional determinants of upward political selection
	Professionalism
	Outside options

	Discussion and conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


