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Figure 2
Issue Engagement by Strength of Ownership in 2002, 2004, and 2006
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relatively low on issues deemed less important by the public (e.g., government reform,
crime, and government spending). In fact, the correlation between the saliency score of the
13 issues and their level of engagement is .659 (p = .000).'? This relationship is also evident
in comparisons of single issues such as jobs and the economy, which was deemed important
by the public in all 3 years (average saliency of 20.89%) and thus received relatively high
levels of engagement—31.51% of races in 2002, compared to 35.34% in 2004, and 28.36%
in 2006. At the other end of the scale, government spending was rarely considered impor-
tant by the public (average saliency of 1.31%) and thus few races featured a debate about
government spending—only 2.74% in 2002, compared to 3.45% in 2004 and 5.22% in
2006. Although there are a few slight anomalies (e.g., high engagement on education in
2002 and environment in 2006) the general relationship holds, providing further evidence
that issue engagement is, to a large degree, a function of saliency.

In Figure 2, we ordered the issues by their average (2002—2006) degree of ownership, start-
ing on the left with the most strongly owned issues. Unlike the graph for engagement by sal-
iency, Figure 2 shows little consistent relationship between the strength of party ownership
and the degree of engagement on particular issues. This is further confirmed by the low and
insignificant correlation between ownership scores and the amount of engagement (» = —.010,
p = .954). Additional evidence is found by looking at individual cases. For example, there is
nearly as much engagement on health care (21.92% in 2002, 21.55% in 2004, and 26.87% in
2004), an issue strongly and consistently owned by the Democrats (average ownership of
20.7%), as there is on jobs and the economy (31.51% in 2002, 35.34% in 2004, and
28.36% in 2006), an issue that has been deemed a “performance issue” due to its inconsistent
ownership (Petrocik et al., 2003). The lack of a clear pattern in Figure 2 suggests that issue
ownership is not likely a primary factor in determining engagement in direct policy debate. Of
course, ownership likely remains a critical motivation for individual candidates but it does not
seem to have a consistent effect on the level of engagement between candidates.
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Table 5
Issue Saliency and Ownership Categories

2002

2004

2006

High saliency/strong
ownership

High saliency/weak
ownership

Low saliency/strong
ownership

Low saliency/weak
ownership

Median saliency
Median ownership

Defense health care,
group advocacy,
jobs and the economy,

education crime

Environment immigration,
moral and ethical issues,
social security,

govt reform taxes,
govt spending

5.00
12.70

Defense health care
education

jobs and the economy,
govt reform, moral
and ethical issues

environment, social
security, group
advocacy, immigration,

crime taxes govt
spending

4.67
9.50

Health care education
environment,
defense, jobs and
the economy,
immigration,
Social security,
govt spending,
group advocacy,
crime moral and
ethical issues taxes,
govt reform
6.25
13.60

Layered Means Comparisons

There is, however, still the possibility that issue ownership plays a role in affecting the
relationship between saliency and engagement. To test this idea, we split the distribution of
issues in each year by their median saliency and median ownership scores.'® Thus, each
issue fell into one of four possible categories: high saliency and weakly owned, high sal-
iency and strongly owned, low saliency and weakly owned, and low saliency and strongly
owned. The breakdown for each year is presented in Table 5. We then ran a layered means
comparison to test the effect that saliency has on engagement across the levels of ownership
for each year.

Table 6 presents the results of the layered means comparison. To begin with, there is a clear
pattern in which engagement is typically more robust on highly salient issues than it is on less
salient issues. In all 3 years, the zero-order difference (see “Total” rows) between the high
and low saliency groups is significant (i.e., F = 8.948, p = .012 in 2002, F = 5.617, p =
.037 in 2004, and F = 25.373, p = .000 in 2006), thereby confirming the previous results.

When we focus on just the weakly owned issues, we see that saliency has some, albeit
modest, impact on the level of engagement. Although the actual differences among weakly
owned issues are fairly large in each year (19.64% in 2002, 8.33% in 2004, and 20.9%
in 2006), they do not quite reach conventional levels of statistical significance (/' = 2.367,
p =.199in 2002; F = .537, p = .504 in 2004; and F' = 4.203, p = .110 in 2006). However,
when all years are considered together, the differences between high and low saliency are sig-
nificant among weakly owned issues (F = 6.798, p = .019). This suggests that decisions to
engage on weakly owned issues are modestly influenced by the issues’ saliency—candidates
tend to engage a little more on salient issues than nonsalient issues when neither party has a
clear ownership advantage.

However, the differences between high and low saliency are robust on issues that
are strongly owned by one of the parties (F = 13.077, p = .015 in 2002; F = 19.844,
p = .007 in 2004; and F = 1288.00, p = .000 in 2006). In fact, when it comes to strongly
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Table 6
Issue Engagement by Saliency and Ownership in 2002, 2004, and 2006
Year Ownership Saliency Mean SD F P
2002 Weak Low 5.48 (5.97) 2.37 (-199)
High 25.12 (21.28)
Total 15.30 (17.64)
Strong Low 5.14 (5.96) 13.08 (.015)
High 19.64 (3.95)
Total 11.35 (9.11)
Total Low 5.28 (5.45) 8.95 (.012)
High 22.38 (14.02)
Total 13.17 (13.24)
2004 Weak Low 4.60 (2.77) 0.54 (.504)
High 12.93 (19.48)
Total 8.76 (13.26)
Strong Low 5.17 (5.59) 19.84 (.07)
High 22.70 (4.42)
Total 12.69 (10.48)
Total Low 4.93 4.27) 5.62 (.037)
High 17.82 (13.72)
Total 10.88 (11.50)
2006 Weak Low 7.96 (4.11) 4.20 (.110)
High 28.86 17.17)
Total 18.41 (15.99)
Strong Low 4.85 (0.427) 1288.00 (.000)
High 26.62 (1.14)
Total 14.18 (11.66)
Total Low 6.18 (2.91) 25.37 (.000)
High 27.74 (10.95)
Total 16.13 (13.39)
Total Weak Low 6.01 (4.16) 6.80 (.019)
High 22.30 (18.27)
Total 14.16 (15.35)
Strong Low 5.05 4.27) 90.45 (.000)
High 22.99 (4.28)
Total 12.74 (10.00)
Total Low 5.46 (4.15) 33.45 (.000)
High 22.64 (12.88)
Total 13.39 (12.59)

Note: cell entries show the average number of races with engagement on issues in each category (e.g., weak
ownership and low saliency; weak ownership and high saliency) with the standard deviation (SD) in brackets.
The p values (p) represent the statistical significance of the differences between low and high saliency issues for
each level of ownership.

owned issues, saliency plays an important role in determining whether or not there will be a
policy debate. For example, the Democrats consistently owned the health care issue, and yet
there were many direct exchanges about health care in all 3 years. This is likely due to the
fact that voters deemed health care as an important issue to address so Republicans could
not avoid it. Taken together, these results suggest that saliency is an important motivator of
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Table 7
Race- and District-Level Determinants of Issue Engagement
Strongly
Strongly Owned Owned Weakly Owned Weakly Owned
Overall and High and Low and High and Low
Engagement Saliency Saliency Saliency Saliency
(Constant) 3097 (.098)  .124 (.082) 15777 (077) 7097 ((175) —.109 (.058)
Competitiveness 017" (.010) .013 (.008) .010 (.008)  —.003 (.018) .005 (.006)
Open seat race —.035(.031)  —.071"7 (.026) —.020 (.024) 075 (.055)  —.001 (.018)
Female candidate in  .024 (.022) 0507 (.018) —.003 (.017) 038 (.039)  —.018 (.013)
race
District education .005 (.004) .002 (.003) .003 (.003) 010 (.007)  —.001 (.002)
District family —.012 (.017) —.002 (.014) —.020 (.013) —.021 (.030) .019* (.010)
income
District Black .001 (.001) 001 (.001)  —.000 (.001) .000 (.002) .001 (.001)
Population
2004 —.008 (.028)  —.011 (.023) —.0527" (.022) —.049 (.050)  —.005 (.017)
2006 022 (.027) 0807 (.023) —.033 (.021)  —.084" (.048) 045" (.016)
District —.001 (.001)  —.000(.001)  —.001 (.001) —.004" (.002)  .002"" (.001)
partisanship
House —.036 (.024)  —.019 (.020) 024 (019) —.118" (.042) —.013 (.014)
R? .043 127 .038 .077 .089
n 323 323 323 323 323
Note: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parenthesis.
ity < 0],
**p <.05.
*p < 10.

candidate engagement although it seems to play a particularly important role in determining
engagement among strongly owned issues in that it might be the necessary motivator that
leads disadvantaged candidates to engage on issues not owned by their party.

Regression Analysis

We now investigate the effect that other factors, namely race- and district-level variables,
have on the degree of issue engagement in congressional elections. We start with a general
model of issue engagement across the 3 years. We then break our analysis into models
based on saliency and ownership to remain consistent with the preceding analysis. The
results are reported in the Table 7.

The first column in Table 7 reports the results of an ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sion model predicting the amount of issue engagement (as a proportion of all issue men-
tions, as noted above) for all races in our data for 2002, 2004, and 2006. The results
show that race- and district-level variables, despite our predictions, do not play much of
a role in determining the general pattern of issue engagement on congressional candidate
Web sites. Specifically, we fail to find any significant effects for open-seat races, races with
at least one female candidate, or the office level of the race; nor do we find effects for
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district education, income, partisanship, or African American population. The only signif-
icant predictor of issue engagement in our model is race competitiveness in that more
competitive races generate a higher level of engagement. Presumably, this occurs because
candidates have a real fear of losing critical votes by avoiding debate on issues.

Finding little evidence of race- or district-level effects in the general model, we now
break our analysis into the four categories used above based on a median split of the
2002-2006 averages: high saliency and strongly owned, high saliency and weakly owned,
low saliency and strongly owned, and low saliency and weakly owned."*

The second column in Table 7 reports the results of the regression predicting the level of
engagement on high saliency and strongly owned issues which includes defense, health
care, and environmental issues. These issues are, on the one hand, attractive to candidates
because the public deems them important but, on the other hand, candidates may be cau-
tious about engaging on them particularly if their party faces a disadvantage in terms of
their perceived ability to deal with the issue. The results confirm that engagement on these
issues is affected by a number of factors. To begin with, race competitiveness tends to
increase engagement although the effect is only marginally significant (p = .117). We also
find more engagement on these issues in races with incumbents (rather than open seat races)
and/or at least one female candidate. Finally, engagement on strongly owned and highly
salient issues was higher in 2006 than in 2002. These results suggest that candidates are
often quite careful about engaging in debate on these issues and that certain factors, beyond
saliency and ownership, will sway their decision.

The third column in Table 7 shows a different pattern of results for issues that are
strongly owned but not considered salient (crime, Social Security, and group advocacy).
There is relatively little dialogue between candidates on these issues (average of 6% of
races between 2002 and 20006), in large part because candidates have few incentives to
engage on issues that their party does not own when the issues are not salient. This is
reflected in the results which show that the decision to engage on strongly owned, low
saliency issues is not motivated by any of the factors in our model. The only significant
result we find is that engagement on these issues is lower in 2004 than it was in 2002. In
general, engagement is tepid on these issues regardless of any additional motivating factors.

When it comes to salient issues that are not strongly owned by one of the parties (jobs and
the economy and education) we find a relatively high level of average engagement over the
three elections with nearly a third (31.7%) of races featuring dialogue on these issues.
Candidates seem generally interested in talking about these issues because they are impor-
tant to the public and neither party has a clear advantage on them. This means, however,
that, as our results show, there are few race- or district-level factors that will influence the
degree of engagement. The only significant results we find show that direct dialogue on
these issues is lower in House races than Senate races, is lower in 2006 than 2002, and
decreases as districts become more partisan.

Finally, we look at those issues that are neither salient nor strongly owned (immigration,
government spending, government reform, moral and ethical issues, and taxes). Although
there is not a lot of risk in debating these issues due to their weak ownership, there is not
a lot of incentive either given that the public does not see them as all that important. In fact,
these issues were only mentioned, on average, in 5% of the races over 2002, 2004, and
2006. However, the results reported in the fourth column of Table 7 show that median
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family income in the district is associated with higher levels of engagement on these
issues—races in wealthier districts may be reacting to a demand effect from voters with
higher incomes. There is also more debate on these issues in more partisan districts. We also
find that, once again, engagement on these issues is higher in 2006 than in 2002.

Our regression analyses suggest that race- and district-level factors have some, albeit
small and patchy, influence over the degree of issue engagement on congressional candidate
Web sites. These factors have their most pronounced impact on issues that are highly salient
and strongly owned, where at least one of the candidates needs to think strategically about
the decision to engage in debate. Otherwise, the decision to engage seems largely driven by
the public’s impression of what is important to address.

Conclusion

We began this article by invoking the values that Democratic theorists place on politi-
cians’ responsiveness to the public and their engagement of each other in meaningful,
issue-based debates. By expanding the type of data available to examine campaign
behavior, we have been able to shed some light on the extent to which candidates for public
office behave in accordance with these ideals. We used a unique new dataset drawing from
the almost universal political tool of campaign Web sites to explore a wider sample of races
than previous literature has analyzed.

We found that candidates engage each other on the issues more often online than we
might expect if their engagement was more or less at random. But political theorists might
still be disappointed in the frequency of these debates. Still, saliency of the issue in public
opinion is the primary determinant of whether candidates will engage each other on a
particular issue. This shows candidate responsiveness to the public rather than a uniform
desire to shape public attitudes to favor the candidates’ preferred issues. Candidates might
otherwise have strong incentives to speak only about issues their parties own rather than enga-
ging their opponents. In this way, issue salience plays an important role in SMOTIVATING
hesitant candidates to engage opponents on issues their parties do not own.

Our findings have several important implications. First, despite the vast potential the
Internet gives candidates to explain their positions at great length on almost unlimited num-
bers of issues, candidates still strategically limit the number and types of issues they are
willing to discuss. This may be disappointing for proponents of more expansive policy
debates, but it is not entirely a surprise given candidates’ strategic use of other media. Sec-
ond, there are relatively strong incentives for candidates to engage on the issues that are
rooted in responsiveness to public opinion. Issue salience drives engagement which echoes
the ideal of Democratic responsiveness valued by theorists. Third, our more representative
dataset allowed a better picture of the full range of issues that candidates are likely to invoke
on the campaign trail. Further analysis of candidate Web data will likely yield additional
important findings.

This future work should concentrate on further expanding the data available for analysis.
Adding more races and additional election cycles will allow analysts to see how the
dynamics of issue engagement work at the campaign level. In addition attention to use
of the Internet by candidates over the next few election cycles will allow analysts to observe
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the salience of issues and issue ownership as presidential incumbency shifts from one party
to another. New media provide an exciting way to expand the study of engagement in the
arena of congressional campaigns.

Notes

1. We generally refer to this concept as “issue engagement” to highlight the extent to which candidates make
strategic choices to directly address (or avoid) the same issues as their opponents. Other authors refer to “issue
convergence” (Kaplan, Park, & Ridout, 2006; Sigelman, & Buell, 2004) and “issue dialogue” (Simon, 2003).

2. In fact, rather than assigning it ownership, Petrocik et al. (2003: 619) place “economy” in a separate “per-
formance” category because its ownership often changed between parties from 1952 to 2000.

3. According to Petrocik (1996: 828), “the goal is to achieve a strategic advantage by making problems
which reflect owned issues the programmatic meaning of the election and the criteria by which voters make their
choices.”

4. To assess the validity of our claim that Web sites capture the aggregation of campaign communications, we
conducted a survey of individuals involved in the design and maintenance of congressional candidate Web sites
during the 2008 campaign (n = 137). Among other things, we asked respondents to rate how well various forms of
communication “capture the campaign’s overall strategy (e.g., the message your campaign hopes to relay to vot-
ers at large, as opposed to more targeted messages),” on a 7-point scale with higher scores indicating more fully
capturing the overall strategy. Our findings echoed those from Stromer-Galley et al. (2003) in that respondents
rated their Web site (mean = 5.88; SD = 1.50, N = 109) as significantly more representative than all other media,
followed by speeches (5.63; 1.54, 111), informal conversations (5.57; 1.66, 109), television advertisements (for
those campaigns that had ads; 4.99; 2.19, 69), direct mail (4.86; 1.91; 98), and media coverage (4.72; 1.81,
107; e.g., comparing the Web to speeches gives t108 = 1.63, p < .11 for a two-tailed difference of means test).

5. More generally, Lau and Pomper (2004, p. 134) note, “a campaign goes well beyond its televised political
advertisements . .. To examine the effects of the campaign more broadly, we need a more comprehensive view
beyond political advertisements.”

6. We do not mean to minimize the importance of studying television advertisements and media coverage,
particularly for research focused on the effects of mass communication on voters. Rather, our point concerns
using these media as unbiased measures of campaign strategy.

7. Our interest in major party competition led us to exclude from this study our data on Independent Bernard
Sanders of Vermont who was a 2002 House incumbent and 2006 open seat Senate candidate, as well as incum-
bent Democrat turned Independent Joe Lieberman in 2006.

8. It is necessary to subtract the overlap from the denominator because those issues would otherwise be
counted twice. Consider the case in which two candidates mention three issues each, but only overlap on one.
When we count the number of issues (e.g., health care, education, and environment for the Democrat and taxes,
defense and education for the Republican) we might say that the candidates mentioned 3 + 3 = 6 issues, but that
would count education twice. When we calculated their proportion of overlap we would only want unique
issues. So, our expression for calculating the proportion should be 1/(3 + 3 — 1) = .20 rather than 1/6 = .17.

9. To confirm gender of the candidates, we also relied on the data at the Center for American Women and
Politics at the Eagleton Institute of Politics at Rutgers University (http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/).

10. The iPoll databank can be accessed through the Roper Center for Public Opinion Research, University of
Connecticut. Further details are available from the authors.

11. This is a distribution based on the numbers of issues candidates in our Web site sample selected.

12. To run this correlation, we created a small dataset that included the 13 issues in each of the three elections
as the cases (n = 39). We created variables for each issue’s saliency score, ownership score, and engagement
percentage, for each year.

13. Here again, we use the small dataset mentioned in the previous footnote.

14. We ran regressions with the same independent variables for each individual issue although they are not
included here due to presentation constraints and their instability for less popular issues.
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