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I didn’t vote for anyone from 

the working class.

I didn’t have any other choice.
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Why aren’t these on the ballot?

Construction 

Worker

Receptionist

Waiter

Cashier



Percent from Working-class Jobs

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)



Percent from Working-class Jobs

54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Current Job Last Non-political Job



Percent from Working-class Jobs

54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Current Job Last Non-political Job



Percent from Working-class Jobs

54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Current Job Last Non-political Job



Percent from Working-class Jobs

54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Current Job Last Non-political Job



Percent from Working-class Jobs

54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Current Job Last Non-political Job



54%

9%
4% 2% 0% 0%

0%

25%

50%

75%

100%

Citizens City
Council

Members

State
Legislators

Congress
Members

Supreme
Court

Justices

Presidents
(postwar)

Percent from Working-class Jobs

Current Job Last Non-political Job



The Makeup of Congress

0%

5%

10%

15%

1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991



The Makeup of Congress

0%

5%

10%

15%

1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991

Workers



0%

5%

10%

15%

1901 1911 1921 1931 1941 1951 1961 1971 1981 1991

Workers

Women

Racial Minorities

The Makeup of Congress



The Makeup of State Legislatures

1976 8% women 5% working class

2007 24% women 3% working class



Research Questions

Does it matter that so few people from the working 
class end up in elected office? 

� Yes—it biases economic policy 
(Carnes 2012; 2013; Grose 2013; Griffin & 
Anewalt-Remsburg 2013; Kraus &Callaghan 2014)

� What’s keeping working-class people out of 
office? (Causes We don’t know!

� Not voters (Carnes 2013, ch. 6; Sadin 2013)

� Not a lack of qualifications (Carnes 2013, ch. 6)
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Why are there so few ___ in office?

women racial minorities blue-collar workers

? 



“[women] are not found in the professions from 

which politicians inordinately are chosen—the 

law and other broker-type businesses” (Clark 

1994, 106)

“[f]ull integration of women into all of the 

pipeline professions . . . may take decades” 

(Lawless and Fox 2004, 26)



Political Gatekeepers

the political and civic leaders who identify, 

recruit, train, and support political candidates

politicians, party officials, interest group leaders, 

activists, and journalists



Why focus on gatekeepers? 

� Everyone needs gatekeepers.

� Gatekeeping seems to be partly to blame for the 
shortage of other groups. (Crowder-Meyer 2010; 
Lawless and Fox 2005; Sanbonomatsu 2002)

� Gatekeepers may have incentives to recruit more 
affluent candidates.

� Gatekeeping strategies are the major reforms 
that are happening on the ground right now. 

� Other explanations aren’t panning out . . . 
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Qualified Run

Candidate Entry 

Stage

Election 

Why don’t qualified workers 

run for office?

Cost of campaigning

Decline of unions

Lack of role models

Structure of elections

Strategies of parties

Etc. . . .



My (Behavioral) Explanation

Qualified working-class Americans are . . . 

� less likely to have the personal resources needed 
to run for office (e.g., time and money)

� less likely to want to run for office (e.g., interest 
and efficacy)

� less likely to be encouraged to run for office (e.g., 
gatekeeping)



Why NOT focus on gatekeepers?

There are no ready-to-use data. 

- Surveys of gatekeepers almost never happen.

- Surveys of candidates and citizens never ask 

about class and gatekeeping.





2012 National Candidate Study

Survey in August 2012 of the ~10,000 declared 
candidates for state legislature. 

• 2,000 responses (double our expectation).

• Wide range of questions:

– What do politicians think their constituents think?

– What makes running easy / hard? 

– Who’s running for office (race, class, gender)? 

– Who’s being encouraged to run for office by 
various gatekeepers?



2013 National Survey of Party Leaders

Survey in November 2013 of the ~6,000 Republican and 
Democratic party leaders in each county, parish (LA), 
organized borough (AK), district (ND), city (CT), or sub-city 
unit (MA Dems only) excluding 9 states (GA, IA, IN, KY, MI, 
NH, NM, OK, WI)

• 801 responses to email; 330 responses to postal mail 
(still processing)

• Wide range of questions:
– How is the local party organized?

– How do party leaders identify and recruit candidates?

– Who’s running for office (class, gender)? 

– Who are party gatekeepers encouraging to run for office?



NSPL 2013: Response Rates by State

(.3,.35]
(.25,.3]
(.2,.25]
(.15,.2]
(.1,.15]
(.05,.1]
[0,.05]
No data



Two Perspectives on Gatekeeping

� NCS 2012: Do working-class candidates 

receive less encouragement from 

gatekeepers?

� NSPL 2013: Are party leaders less likely to 

encourage working-class candidates to run for 

office?
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Working-class Americans rarely hold office 

because they rarely run. 



My (Behavioral) Explanation

Qualified working-class Americans 

� are less likely to have the personal resources
needed to run for office (e.g., time and money)

� are less likely to want to run for office (e.g., 
interest and efficacy)

� are less likely to be encouraged to run for office 
(e.g., gatekeeping)
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Working-class candidates receive less 

encouragement from gatekeepers
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Even though workers are just as qualified.
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Why?
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Party leaders see workers as bad 

candidates.
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An Alternative Explanation

� Party leaders aren’t looking in the right places





An Alternative Explanation

� Party leaders aren’t looking in the right places

� Where party leaders look for candidates is weakly 

associated with the number of working-class 

candidates they say they recruit.

� What party leaders think of workers is strongly

associated with the number of working-class 

candidates they say they recruit.
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Implications

� Political gatekeepers are partly responsible for 

the shortage of working-class Americans in 

political office.
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Qualified working-class Americans 

� are less likely to have the personal resources
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interest and efficacy)

� are less likely to be encouraged to run for office 
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Implications?

� Political gatekeepers are partly responsible for 

the shortage of working-class Americans in 

political office.

� Squares with research on other historically under-

represented groups.

� Political scientists should probably be paying 

more attention to gatekeeping in general.

� Reformers are probably on the right track.











Future Work

� Candidates and party leaders report that gatekeepers 
do less to encourage workers.

� We still need to hear from qualified citizens 
(2014 National Survey of Qualified Citizens)

� We still need to measure the effect of gatekeeping
(sample of 2013 NSPL; local election field experiments)

� We still need to study the role of resources and 
aspirations (and how those interact w/ gatekeeping).

� Once we understand the individual-level causes, we 
need to step back and study the structural forces 
behind them. 
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Future Work

� Candidates and party leaders report that gatekeepers 
do less to encourage workers.

� We still need to hear from qualified citizens 
(2014 National Survey of Qualified Citizens)

� We still need to measure the effect of gatekeeping
(sample of 2013 NSPL; local election field experiments)

� We still need to study the role of resources and 
aspirations (and how those interact w/ gatekeeping).

� Once we understand the individual-level causes, we 
need to step back and study the structural forces 
behind them. 

� We need to start turning this research into action. 







I’ll only be voting for white-collar 

candidates.


