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The previous chapters suggest state legislators rarely need be concerned about losing their jobs.  

Few incumbents face major party challengers, leaving incumbents with no one to lose to (Chapter 2).  

Fewer legislators are voted out of office in the general election, particularly for actions over which they 

have control (Chapters 4 and 5).  And even fewer legislators lose their primary election (Chapter 6).   

With this scarcity of accountability in American legislatures, some may be surprised to learn that that 

almost a fourth of legislators leave office every year.  Most state legislative turnover occurs not due to an 

election but because legislators decide not seek reelection, thereby leaving millions of voters without an 

opportunity to cast ballots against their state representative.   

Turnover in American legislatures has long received attention from political scientists (see 

Moncrief, 1999 for a review).  In the 1930s and 1940s, over half of state house members were freshmen 

(Niemi & Winsky, 1987: Table 1), leading to concerns that legislators were too inexperienced.  As 

turnover rates declined in the 1970s and 1980s, the opposite concern arose.  Instead of being too 

inexperienced, legislators were too often career politicians.  Many states in turn enacted term limits to 

force career politicians from office, but this again raised fears that the average legislator was too 

inexperienced (e.g. Kousser, 2005).  

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

There are many explanations for variation in legislative turnover, such as types of districts (e.g. 

Niemi & Winsky, 1987), levels of professionalism (e.g. Rosenthal, 1974), and term limits (e.g. Moncrief et 

al., 2004).  Nearly all studies of turnover that consider more than a handful states focus on overall 
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turnover.  Reasons for turnover, however, can be divided into electoral or non-electoral categories.  

Figure 1 illustrates the levels of turnover in American legislatures from 1996 – 2010.  During this time, 

approximately 26 percent of legislators were new members.  The lighter shaded grey bars, however, 

indicate that most new members took seats that incumbents vacated without seeking reelection.  

Outside of an election, the two main ways a legislator vacates his or her seat are by death or voluntarily 

retiring.   

It is likely best to leave the explanation for why legislators move to the great state capital in the 

sky to a medical (rather than a political) scientist and keep focus here on an incumbent’s more voluntary 

decision not to seek reelection to the state legislature.3   An incumbent’s decision to run for reelection 

can be broken down to the probability of retaining the seat times the benefit of holding the seat minus 

the costs of running for the office (e.g. Black, 1972).  More formally, an incumbent should run for 

reelection when pB > C.   This three-term expression, however, is deceptively simple.  Calculating p 

requires incumbents consider challengers’ and voters’ responses to political conditions ranging from 

representation to the economy.  To figure out B and C, incumbents weigh the tradeoffs between personal 

obligations, public service, and other – sometimes more prestigious and lucrative -  opportunities.   

A legislator’s “simple” decision to run for reelection has important implications for 

representation and accountability in American legislatures.   If a legislator seeks reelection, elections can 

create incentives for representation, but once a legislator knows he will not seek reelection the moral 

hazard problem posed by representative government rears its ugly head.  A retiring legislator can cast 

roll-calls that suit his own interests, and voters have little means by which to punish him for his actions.  

More promising for accountability, a legislator may strategically retire because he recognizes that voters 

will punish him for his representation, as Senator Alesi did following the Marriage Equality Act in New 

York.  Here, elections can indirectly help produce better representation by weeding out 

unrepresentative legislators who are so scared of electoral punishment that they leave the legislature.   

                                                           
3 Due to lack of available data, it is unknown how many state legislators die each year.  In a survey of state legislative 
clerks in 88 chambers in the 1980s, Hamm and Olson found that approximately 24% (155/651) of legislators who left 
“office before completing their terms” did so feet first (Hamm & Olson, 1992). 
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Legislative retirements may deprive voters the opportunity to hold their legislators accountable, 

but they may also be the indirect result of perceived accountability in American legislatures. To better 

understand these direct and indirect effects, I investigate the non-electoral reasons for why state 

legislative incumbents leave office.  I first briefly review how many of the personal considerations that 

influence major party challengers’ decisions to contest an incumbent (Chapter 2) also shape incumbents’ 

decisions to seek reelection.  I then show how these personal considerations and sacrifices contribute to 

legislators taking more prestigious or lucrative job opportunities.  For example, I find many legislators 

become well-paid lobbyists upon their “retirement” from the legislature.  Going through the “revolving 

door” not only raises quid pro quo concerns but also stifles voters’ opportunities to electorally punish 

bad behavior.  Further troubling for representation, I show that many unrepresentative legislators are 

generally no more likely to “strategically retire” from the legislature, particularly in safe districts.   These 

results add to the conclusion from previous chapters that legislators have little reason to run scared by 

suggesting few legislators are scared of running. 

Leaving for Personal Reasons 

It is almost cliché for a retiring politician to say they want to spend more time with their family, 

but this oft given reason is frequently accepted because many voters can relate.  Most American mothers 

and fathers find it somewhat or very difficult “to balance the responsibilities of their job and family” 

(Pew, 2013), and American legislators have similar work-life balance struggles when juggling service in 

state government and personal commitments. For example when explaining his retirement from the 

Minnesota State House, Representative Larry Hoch said “Being away from my two children was painful. I 

couldn’t be the father I wanted to be” (Bierschbach, 2015), and when more broadly surveying retiring 

state legislators from Minnesota along with Mississippi, Wisconsin, and Wyoming, 38 percent of 

legislators similarly told Zach Baumman they retired due to family reasons (Baumann, 2012: Table 2).   

Serving in the legislature can be prestigious, but as put by North Carolina, Representative Charles Jeter – 

the chairman of the GOP conference in the state house – “the titles of husband and father are much 
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greater and I must devote the time to my young family while I still have the opportunity” (Glassberg & 

Harrison, 2016).4   

In addition to needing to be physically present for family members, legislators must also often 

financially provide for their loved ones, which can be difficult on a meager state legislative salary 

(Chapter 2: Figure 5).  As one anonymous legislator told Grant Reheer: “I just wish that I could do 

[legislative service] and send my kid to college” (Reeher, 2006, p. 131).  Many parents can attest to the 

skyrocketing college tuition costs in the 2000s, but perhaps less known is how little state legislative 

salaries have increased.  From 2001 – 2011, legislators in fourteen states saw no pay increases, even for 

the cost of living (Cullen, 2011). Louisiana legislators received a salary increase in 2009, but this was 

their first raise since 1980.    During this time, the median state legislative salary across the country fell 

approximately 10 percent from $23,098 to $20,806 (2009 dollars, Moncrief and Squire 2013, Table 4.2).  

When speaking about the situation in Louisiana, Representative Joe Harrison stated that he had 

“colleagues in the Legislature who are leaving simply because they can no longer afford to serve” 

(Cullen, 2011).   

Continuing public service can be difficult to justify when more lucrative employment options are 

available to legislators.  As discussed below, many legislators stay in politics as a lobbyist or in other 

public office, but it can also be attractive to return to an individual’s previous career.   Todd Maske 

(2017) found that approximately 17 percent of legislators who served from 1991 - 2011 were once 

lawyers, and over 20 percent were business owners and executives.  Many legislators indicate they 

intend to return to these often better paying careers.   In 2002, John Carey and co-authors asked 

approximately 3000 legislators: “After service in the present chamber, what are you likely to do?”  

Figure 2 presents legislators’ answers to this question, and as illustrated by the top two bars, the most 

                                                           
4 Blair and Henry (1981) found that approximately half of retiring Arkansas legislators cited family as part of the reason 
for their departure from the legislature in the 1970s, and in a study of Indiana and Missouri from the early 1980s, 19 
percent of voluntarily departing legislators attributed family reasons for their departure Francis and Baker (1986).  Smith 
and Miller (1977) found that 10 percent of Texas legislators from 1970 – 1974 left the legislature for “need of family 
time.” 
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popular responses from legislators were that they would “retire” or return to their non-political career 

after serving in elected office.    

 [Insert Figure 2 about here] 

Legislators may report that time and financial sacrifices weigh upon their decisions to stay in 

the legislature, but are these simply cliché, non-controversial answers or real, systematic reasons behind 

turnover in legislatures?  To more systematically examine the extent to which personal factors account 

for legislator retirement, I estimate statistical models that predict if a legislator did not seek reelection 

despite serving in a legislative session.  I focus on legislators who served from 2001 – 2010, excluding 

incumbents who were unable to run for reelection due to term limits.  Due to data limitations, I 

currently do not account for other involuntary reasons for leaving the legislature, such as death or 

expulsion from the legislature.  A future draft of this chapter will aim to account for these types of 

involuntary exits. 

Most independent variables employed here are similar to those used in previous chapters with 

three key additions, which I briefly address before more detailed discussion below.  First, I consider a 

legislator’s prospects for higher, federal office.  Specifically, I follow prior work (Thomsen, 2017) and 

account for if a state legislator’s district overlaps with an open US House seat and which party 

previously controlled the Congressional seat.   Second, I consider if a state had a “cooling off” period 

policy for legislators before they could become a lobbyist.  Finally, prior research finds legislators who 

were appointed midsession are less likely to seek reelection, I therefore account for if a legislator was 

not elected in the previous general election and was instead appointed or elected mid-term.   I use probit 

regressions with random effects for states to predict these variables’ relationships with state legislators 

“retirement” focusing on legislators who represent single-member districts.  Using estimates from the 

first column of Table 1, Table 2 reports the differences in average predicted probabilities for changes in 

the independent variables of interest. 

Statistical analyses suggest that time demands contribute to a legislator’s decision to retire.  

Increasing the length of a legislative session by 100 days increases the probability a state legislator 
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leaves office by .04.  Recall that increasing the length of legislative sessions also discourages challengers 

from running.  However unlike findings concerning challengers, the relationship between a state 

capital’s distance from a legislator’s district, which should presumably increase a legislator’s time away 

from his or her family, and incumbent retirement is in the expected direction but statistically 

indistinguishable from zero. 

The evidence is less convincing that legislators necessarily are “leaving simply because they can 

no longer afford to serve.”  In a study of 25 states, Pev Squire (1988) finds legislators from the 1980s 

who are more well-paid serve longer careers.  In my examination of a broader set of states, I find the 

relationship between a legislator’s salary and the likelihood of retirement to be in the expected negative 

direction but indistinguishable from zero.   Financial considerations, however, are not absent from 

legislators’ decision-making.  Legislators less often run for reelection if the average cost of a winning 

campaign in a state is higher, particularly in safe districts.   Increasing the average cost of a successful 

campaign from approximately $70,000 to $120,000 decreases the likelihood an incumbent seeks 

reelection by .02.  Taken together with findings from Chapter 2, less expensive campaigns encourage 

both challengers and incumbents to run, increasing competition in American legislatures. 

The value of a state legislative seat can go beyond an incumbent’s salary.  As discussed in 

Chapter 2, holding onto seats and legislative majorities are important to legislators and legislative 

leaders.  Partisan control of individual seats becomes increasingly important as legislative majorities 

become more narrow, and term limits potentially diminish the value of a legislative seat to individual 

members by removing the possibility of a lifetime career in the legislature.  In line with findings 

concerning challengers, statistical analyses suggest that those who serve in state legislative chambers 

where the minority party holds 49 instead of 39 percent of seats are .006 less likely to retire in the 

legislature, but this difference is indistinguishable from zero.   Term limits meanwhile appears to have 

dramatic, indirect effects on legislators leaving office.  The probability of an incumbent voluntarily 

retiring is .12 higher in term limit states, suggesting that when incumbents know they will be eventually 

kicked out of the legislature, the benefits of holding onto a seat are less valuable. 
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Moving on up… 

State legislative seats have some value to legislators, but those who serve in legislatures at times 

have their eye on higher prizes.  Like many politicians, state legislators are progressively ambitious (e.g 

Maestas, Fulton, Maisel, & Stone, 2006; Rohde, 1979; Schlesinger, 1966).5  Returning to the responses 

from Carey’s 2002 survey, approximately 13 percent of legislators stated they were likely to run for the 

U.S. House or Senate after leaving the legislature (Figure 2).  When interviewing legislators in New York, 

Linda Fowler and Robert McClure (1989) found legislators who described themselves as “congressmen 

in training” or saw serving in the legislature was an “apprenticeship” (qtd in Fowler and McClure, p. 75).  

More state legislators say they will pursue a seat in Congress than actually do, but national parties 

frequently look to state legislators to run for Congress (Maestas, Maisel and Stone 2005).  Using data 

collected by Gary Jacobson, Figure 3 illustrates the number of non-incumbent Congressional candidates 

who once held other elected office.  Since 1994, over half of such “quality” candidates for Congress were 

once state legislators, perhaps reflecting why the Republican State Leadership Committee – the national 

party organization devoted to electing Republican state legislators – to long refer to state legislators as 

the “farm team” for Congressional politics (Feldmann, 1998; Kiely, 2006; Overby, 2014). 

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

When deciding whether to leave the farm for Congress, state legislators must ask themselves 

whether the grass is greener on the capitol hill of Washington DC.  To answer this question, personal and 

professional considerations again enter a legislator’s calculus.  Over 800 state legislators responded to 

the 2002 Candidate Emergence Study and listed factors that “discouraged” them from seeking a seat in 

Congress.  44 percent of legislators listed being separated from family and friends; 19 cited having to 

give up their current career, and 18 percent listed lost income.6  After asking New York Assemblyman 

                                                           
5 There is disagreement as to whether political offices are arranged into a hierarchical career ladder (e.g. U.S. House seats 
necessarily being higher on the ladder than state house seats).  For various perspectives on this debate, see Canon (1993), 
Francis and Kenny (1999), and Schlesinger (1994). 
6 Survey response options to this question were “Not Sure,” “Makes No Difference,” “Somewhat Discourage,” “Discourage,” 
and “Strongly Discourage.” 
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Jim Nagle why he did not run for the U.S. House when U.S. Representative Barber Conable resigned, 

Fowler and McClure found personal considerations stifled political ambition:   

“[Nagle] received a generous salary and state pension that would not be easy to replace. He noted 
that he and his wife were finally comfortable after educating their children, and the risks of giving 
up this security were considerable.  He also doubted that a congressional salary would go as far, 
given the high cost of living in Washington.  Throughout the spring, as Nagle contemplated his 
candidacy, his fellow Republicans told us: “Jim just can’t afford to go to Congress.” (Fowler & 
McClure, 1990, p. 83) 

Nagle was content in Albany, but the relative importance of serving in Washington, DC sometimes makes 

the associated sacrifices worthwhile to other legislators.  As one anonymous legislator told Grant Reeher 

when describing his decision to leave the state legislature:  

I was also at the point where I could no longer justify the professional or economic disruption to my 
family and my career by spending more time in the legislature.  I’d seen too many people give up, 
just lose their capacity to have a career, and lose their economic base and lose their independence 
by staying too long.  And third, the US Congress, I thought would be a pretty exciting challenge…I 
really felt as though, if you’re going to sort of whipshaw your career and ask your kids to give up a 
lot of time, it better be goddamn important.  And so I figured, why not? (Reeher, 2006, p. 123).   

Here, one legislator could not afford to leave the state legislature and another could not stay in 

the legislature because the “economic disruption” wasn’t worth it.  These contrasting attitudes 

exemplify political scientists’ findings that features of the legislature influence political ambitions and 

decisions to leave office.  Cherie Maestas and coauthors (2006b), for example, investigated legislative 

professionalism’s effects on legislator’s ambition and likelihood of pursuing higher office.  They argued 

“legislators in the most professional institutions have invested in political resources that are more easily 

transferred to a U.S. House campaign,” such as “campaign contacts, fund-raising networks, media 

contacts, and a constituent base.”  Maestas found legislators from professional legislatures to be more 

likely to pursue higher office when perceived electoral chances are favorable (Maestas et al., 2006a, p. 

206; see also Maestas 2003).   Meanwhile, lawmakers from professional legislatures more often viewed 

their state legislature more favorably than the U.S. House as compared to legislators from less 

professional legislatures (Maestas et al., 2006a, p. 200), leading some legislators to take the attitude of 

New York Assemblyman Robert Roger Robach who despite being recruited to run for U.S. 

Representative Barber Conable seat said, “I am happy in the Assembly and enjoy what I am doing there” 

(qtd in Fowler and McClure, 1990, p. 77). 
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It should be noted that the offsetting relationships Maestas found between professionalism and 

legislators’ ambition for higher office were often weak and indirect but are consistent with other 

political scientists’ findings. Jeffrey Lazarus (2006) Michael Berkman, and James Eisenstein (1999), for 

example, provide evidence that state legislators with higher salaries are less likely to run for Congress, 

specifically attributing such decisions to the “higher costs of leaving” a professional legislature 

(Berkman and Eisensteing 1999, p. 487; see also Berkman, 1994; Canon, 1993; Powell, 2000; Robeck, 

1982).7   Fowler and McClure similarly argue that many New York legislators do not run for Congress 

because serving in the state capital is fairly desirable.  Or as one lawmaker put it, “None of us wants to 

give up what we have.” (qtd in Fowler and McClure, p. 76).   

Ambitious legislators clearly consider the B and C terms when calculating whether pB > C, but 

the costs and benefits of serving in the U.S. House compared to the state legislature mean little if a 

legislator has no chance of winning a Congressional seat or p is small.  As more thoroughly discussed in 

Chapter 2, there is a well-developed literature regarding how candidates strategically pursue 

Congressional seats. A conclusion of this chapter was that state legislative challengers are not fools, and 

prior research provides evidence that neither are state legislators.   State legislators more often seek 

more winnable U.S. House seat, such as those that are not defended by an incumbent (Berkman and 

Eisenstein 1999: Table 1; Robeck 1982) or vacated by a member of their own party (Powell, 2000).  

When taking on sitting Members of Congress, state legislators more frequently challenge incumbents 

who had a smaller vote margins in the previous election (Berkman and Eisenstein 1999: Table 2).    

If an incumbent ultimately leaves the state legislature to purse higher office, this decision not 

only deprives voters the opportunity to hold their state representative accountable but also introduces 

new concerns for representation.  According to Schlesinger’s seminal work on political ambition, “our 

ambitious politician must act today in terms of the electorate he hopes to win tomorrow” (1966, p. 6).  If 

a state legislator follows Schlesinger’s advice in the pursuit of a US House seat, he has an electoral 

                                                           
7 Insert footnote regarding the departures of US House members due (Cooper and West 1981, Hall and van Houweling 1995; 
Kiewet and Zeng 1993; Jacobson and Dimock 1994).   
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incentive to represent his future federal district instead of his current state legislative constituency.  

Studies of Congress provide evidence that ambitious U.S. House members consider future 

constituencies.  Lawrence Rothenberg and Mitchell Sanders (2000), for example, compare U.S. House 

members’ roll-call activity between the third and fourth quarters of an election year, assuming a 

Member has greater certainty whether he will be elected by a current or a future constituency by 

October or the fourth quarter, and discover that the amount of “Ideological Change” exhibited for 

Members who pursue statewide office instead of their current U.S. House office is “44 percent larger 

than for continuing members” (Rothenberg & Sanders, 2000, p. 320).  John Hibbing (1986) similarly 

finds that presidential support scores were greater among U.S. House Members who decided to the run 

for the senate (see also Francis & Kenny, 1996; Herrick, 2001; LaForge, 2012).  I am unaware of similar 

studies of state legislators, but these Congressional findings suggest “progressive ambition” can change 

the representation elected officials provide. 

To better understand how legislators’ opportunities to pursue higher office influence voters’ 

opportunities to hold these legislators accountable, I identify which state legislative and U.S. House 

districts overlap, and I estimate the likelihood a legislator leaves state government when a U.S. House 

seat is open and vacated by a member of the state legislator’s party.   If legislators strategically pursue 

higher office, I expect the relationships between these variables and retirement to be positive.  To 

disentangle the potentially competing impacts of legislative professionalism on legislators’ retirement 

decisions, I also interact each of these “Open seat” variables with my measures of legislative pay, staff, 

and session length.    

Analyses in the first column of Table 1 suggest that when considering all districts, legislators are 

no more likely to seek a Congressional seat when it is open.  State legislators who represent more 

marginal state legislative districts, however, appear slightly more apt to pursue a U.S. House seat when it 

is vacated by a member of their own party.  If a state legislator’s district overlaps with an open 

congressional seat, statistical analyses suggest the predicted probability of a state legislator leaving 

office increases by .004.   
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Consistent with Maestas’ and co-authors findings, aspects of legislative professionalism appear 

to have offsetting effects on whether legislators leave office when congressional seats become available.  

To illustrate this, statistical analyses in the fourth column of Table 1 are similar to those in the first, but 

include interactions between my measures of state legislative salary, staff, and session length with the 

variables my measures of whether state legislator’s district overlapped with an open Congressional seat.  

The negative coefficient on the interaction term of “Salary x Same Party Open Seat” suggests legislators 

less often leave the legislature when state legislative salaries are higher and a Congressional seat is 

vacated, particularly by a member of the state legislator’s party.  When a congressional seat is open, 

increasing a legislator’s salary from $65,000 to $75,000 decreases the probability of retirement by .003.  

When a congressional seat is vacated by a member of the state legislator’s party, the negative impact this 

$10,000 raise has on retirement is .012.   Further supporting Maestas’ argument that professionalism 

can have offsetting effects, the positive coefficient on the interaction term of “Open CD x Staff per 

Member” suggests legislators from more legislatures with staff more often leave the legislature when 

congressional seats become available.   

The Revolving Door 

Serving in Congress is not the only political job available to legislators.  A representative’s 

familiarity with a state’s law-making process and relationships with other legislators are assets for 

continued work in state house and of particular value to interest groups.    As characterized by the 

majority leader of the Minnesota Senate, “[former members] make very good lobbyists for a client to 

pick up because they understand the place”(Stassen-Berger, 2015).  Many legislators recognize their 

potential value to interest groups and see little problem with selling their services.  The bottom bar of 

Figure 1 indicates that more legislators said they would likely become a lobbyist or consultant than run 

for Congress or local office.  As put by Missouri State Senator Timothy Greene, “a legislator, if he has the 

experience and knowledge and he can no longer serve the public, then he can use his knowledge in the 

private market, so be it” (qtd in Tolchin & Tolchin, 2010). 
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The transition of government officials becoming lobbyists is sometimes characterized as going 

through the “revolving door.”   At the federal level, almost 400 former Members of Congress are 

lobbyists (Farnam, 2011).   State capitals’ doors also frequently revolve.   In 2005, the Center for Public 

Integrity documented the number of lobbyists who were once state legislators and found over 1,300 

legislators had gone through the revolving door (Bogardus, 2006).  98 of these lobbyists were once 

powerful and well-connected House speakers, Senate presidents, or president pro-temporare.   In 

Florida alone, the Orlando Sentinel found that eight former Speakers of the Florida House had become 

lobbyists (Kusnetz, 2013).   

There is often a lot of money sitting on the other side of the revolving door.   According to 

Texans for Public Justice (2017), the former chair of the Texas House Appropriations committee 

increased his salary at least five-fold by becoming a lobbyist.  These types of financial incentives 

combined with demands of the job can make the revolving door an attractive way to exit the legislature.  

As characterized by former Indiana Democratic legislator Louis Mahern: 

"I can stay in the state Senate, which I've been in for 16 years, attend meetings at night and 
weekends, and stand for re-election at $25,000 a year with per diem, or I can go out in the hall and 
not have to go to meetings at night, only follow the legislation that my clients care about, and make 
$200,000 a year…You can only resist that for so long. I have to start thinking about my financial 
future or my children's education." (qtd in. Tolchin & Tolchin, 2010, p. 70) 
 
The first Amendment to the US constitution ensures citizens and former state legislators the 

right “to petition the Government,” but it is at times difficult to discern whether some former state 

legislators are hired as lobbyists to petition their old colleagues or as a “reward” for past actions.  For 

example in 2011, Democratic, state Representative Kevin McCarthy introduced legislation in the Illinois 

General Assembly that gave utility companies “the ability to raise its rates with less regulatory 

oversight” (Erickson, 2012).  Specifically in exchange for $2.6 billion in consumer rate hikes over 10 

years, Commonwealth Edison (Illinois’ largest utility company) pledged to digitize Illinois’ electrical grid 

(Guerrrero & Wernau, 2013).  After McCarthy introduced his bill, Commonwealth Edison’s President 

lauded the legislation stating that “the Illinois General Assembly has taken on the critically important 

task of determining the proper policy path to make a 21st century electric grid a reality” (Energy Times,  
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2011).   McCarthy’s controversial bill meanwhile faced opposition from the Citizens Utility Board, Illinois 

Environmental and Policy Center, and the AARP.  The legislation only became law after the General 

Assembly overrode a gubernatorial veto.  After its passage, President of Commonwealth Edison released 

a statement thanking “our supporters in the General Assembly for their leadership” (Wernau, 2011).  I 

am certain Commonwealth Edison’s gratitude had its limits, as it must have only been a coincidence that 

Representative McCarthy retired two months following the bill’s adoption; registered as a lobbyist; and 

took Commonwealth Edison on as a client (McQueary, 2012).  

McCarthy joined 39 other former Illinois state legislators who were already lobbyists (Erickson, 

2012), and McCarthy is not the only former legislator to make a quick exit from the legislative chamber 

to lobby of the state capital.  For example, of the 44 Michigan lobbyists who were once state legislators 

in 2016, 63 percent registered as a lobbyist within a year of leaving office, and as of 2015 (Mauger & 

Roelofs, 2017), 16 of the 39 former state legislators who became lobbyists in Minnesota did so in less 

than year (Stassen-Berger, 2015).  To slow the rate at which the revolving door spins, many states have 

restrictions on how long a state legislator must wait after leaving office before they become a lobbyist.  

As of 2005, 25 states imposed at least a one year “cooling off” period before a former state legislator can 

register as a lobbyist, and by 2011, 32 states had such policies (Holman, 2005, 2011).  

[Insert Figure 4 about here] 

Using data from the Center for Public Integrity’s 2005, Figure 4 illustrates the number of 

lobbyists who were once state legislators by state, and the darker bars within this figure indicate which 

states had cooling off periods as of 2005.  Cooling off periods appear to deter the likelihood a legislator 

becomes a lobbyist.  On average, there were 29 lobbyists who were once legislators in states without 

cooling off periods.  Meanwhile the comparable figure in states with cooling off periods was 23.  

Statistical analyses provide stronger evidence that when legislators cannot leave the legislature and 

immediately become a lobbyist, they are less likely to leave. If a state has a “cooling off” period a 

legislator must complete before becoming a lobbyist, the probability a legislator voluntarily leaves 

offices falls by .094 (Table 2).  Statistical analyses in the fourth column of Table 1 suggest the impact of 
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cooling off periods does not appear to be conditioned by how well state legislators are compensated, 

suggesting that giving legislators raises will do little to further boost the effects of cooling policies, but 

promising for representation and accountability in American legislatures the cooling off periods not only 

seem to help prevent instances of quid pro quo but also give voters more opportunities to punish or 

reward their legislator via an election. 

Strategic Retirement 

Illinois did not a have a cooling off period to prevent McCarthy from becoming a lobbyist, and 

when announcing his resignation, McCarthy – like many other retiring legislators - stated the decision 

was right for his family (Associated Press, 2011).8  Personal considerations most likely played some role 

in McCarthy’s decision-making, but returning to the simple calculus that a legislator seeks reelection 

when pB > C, family concerns or lucrative lobbyist pay are only captured by the B and C terms.  It is also 

important to consider the p term.  Focusing on the probability of being reelected in 2012, McCarthy’s 

electoral prospects did not seem great.  McCarthy won reelection in 2006 and 2008 unopposed but only 

received 52% of the vote against a relatively unknown Republican candidate in 2010 (Hanania, 2011).  

McCarthy’s seat additionally was redistricted following this election, setting him up to run against 

another incumbent in 2012.  All of this was before McCarthy passed a utilities regulation bill that was 

opposed by the governor, lieutenant governor, and attorney general.  In a statewide survey of Illinois, 

most respondents furthermore indicated “they wouldn't vote for a legislator who allows electric utilities 

to raise their rates annually,” which is just what McCarthy spearheaded (USNewswire, 2011). 

McCarthy then faced the decision of whether to face a potentially tough reelection, meaning the 

p term was low, or not run at all.  When considering legislators in McCarthy’s more precarious electoral 

position, political scientists would call the decision to not run to be a “strategic retirement.”  The logic 

behind strategic retirement is similar to the rational behind the strategic entry of challengers.  Recall 

from Chapter 2 that Jeanne Kirkton – a quality candidate – avoided taking on the incumbent Kathlyn 

                                                           
8 Returning to the Watergate example discussed in Chapter 2, Jacobson and Kernell (1983, p. 50) note “Something about 
the 1974 made family men out of a disproportionate number of Republican congressmen.” 
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Fares in 2006 because she did not think Fares was beatable.  Similarly, an incumbent such as McCarthy 

may strategically decide to not seek reelection to avoid electoral defeat.  In each case a candidate avoids 

entering a race when the foreseen probability of being elected is low.   

Political scientists have well established that both challengers and incumbents’ retirement 

decisions account for more certain or well-known political conditions, such as how the incumbent did in 

the previous election or district partisanship (Hall & van Houweling, 1995; Theriault, 1998; see also 

Brace, 1985).   The evidence is less conclusive that incumbents respond to dynamic or less predicable 

political conditions, such as the economy, like their challenger counterparts (e.g. Jacobson and Kernell 

1983).  Jennifer Wolak (2007), for example, finds higher levels of U.S. House retirements when voters 

disapprove of Congress, but neither she nor Moore and Hibbing (1998) find that presidential approval 

or the economy to relate to Congressional retirements (see also Swain, Borrelli, & Reed, 1999).  Moore 

and Hibbing do provide evidence that U.S. House members who are “ideological misfits” with their party 

– as measured by their Conservative Coalition roll-call score – are more likely to retire (Moore & 

Hibbing, 1998, p. 1104).  Studying the 1992 election, Sean Theriault (1998) also finds that a standard 

deviation change in “district compatibility” – a measure similar to my ideological distance metric but 

using interest group scores – leads to a .097 change increase in the likelihood an incumbent voluntarily 

leaves the U.S. House (Theriault, 1998: Table 2). 

Moore and Hibbing nicely note that “all voluntary departures are strategic in that the rewards of 

continued service are obviously perceived by the member involved to be insufficient to counteract the 

costs, given the way the costs and benefits to appear to that member at the time” (Moore & Hibbing, 

1998, p. 1105).  Strategic retirements rooted in representation, however, have more important 

implications for our understanding of the extent to which elections contribute to a healthy republic.  

Congressional incumbents are more likely to retire if they provide poor representation, thereby 

suggesting the threat of losing alone then removes unrepresentative Members of Congress from office 

and elections indirectly promote accountability.  Despite Congressional findings, I am unaware of any 
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research that investigates the extent to which state legislators’ representation relates to their retirement 

decisions.   

To shed light on whether unrepresentative state legislators more often retire, Table 1 presents 

the statistical association between the ideological distance metric employed in Chapters 2 and 4 and 

legislator retirement.9  Legislators’ representation overall appears to have little impact on their 

voluntary decision to leave the legislature.  The relationship between the ideological distance metric and 

retirement is in the expected direction but indistinguishable from zero (Table 1: Column 1).10   

Similar to findings from Chapter 4, there are key differences in the relationships between 

representation and retirement in marginal and safe districts.  To illustrate this, Figure 5 uses estimates 

from the second and third columns of Table 1 and plots the predicted probability of incumbent 

retirement under different levels of the ideological distance measure.  The increasing dashed line 

suggests that as incumbents from marginal districts provide worse representation they become more 

likely to voluntarily leave the legislature.  When setting the ideological distance measure to its mean 

value and only considering incumbents who represent marginal districts, the predicted probability of an 

incumbent voluntarily leaving the legislature is approximately .26, but a standard deviation increase in 

the ideological distance measure increases this probability to approximately .28.  Meanwhile the 

relationship between representation and retirement is in the unexpected direction for incumbents who 

reside in safe districts (Figure 5: decreasing dashed line).  The average predicted probability of 

retirement for an incumbent who represents a safe district is approximately .22, but this probability falls 

to approximately .20 when increasing the ideological distance measure by a standard deviation.   

Similar differences between marginal and safe districts emerge when considering the 

relationship between retirement and legislators’ individual roll-call votes.  Recall for analyses in Chapter 

                                                           
9 My ideological distance measure employs ideal points derived from legislators’ responses to surveys and roll-call 
records (Shor & McCarty, 2011) district ideal points based on voters’ responses to political surveys (Tausanovitch & 
Warshaw, 2013).  After putting these ideal points on a common scale using ordinary least square regressions.  I measure 
the “ideological distance” between a legislator and her district.  Smaller values of this “ideological distance” metric suggest 
that an incumbent better represents their district in the legislature.  For fuller details of this measure and the below 
measure of voter’s preferences of specific bills see: http://www.stevenmrogers.com/WorkingPapers/Rogers-
IndividualAccountability.pdf 
10 Conclusions are similar when including a squared ideological distance metric. 
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4, I created district-level measures of constituency preferences from veto-referendum results for bills 

voted on by their state legislators.  In Chapter 4, I used these measures of voters’ preferences to predict 

incumbents’ reelection prospects.  Here, I use these measures of voter preferences to predict the 

likelihood incumbents retire from the legislature.   Using probit estimates from Table 3, Figure 6 plots 

the probability of an incumbent retiring as the district becomes more favorable to an incumbent’s roll-

call position.  Again, the relationships between representation and retirement are in opposite directions 

across the two types of districts.  The decreasing dashed lined suggests that in marginal districts where 

voters are more favorable to incumbent’s roll-call positions, incumbents are less likely to retire, but the 

increasing dotted line suggests incumbents who vote against their constituents’ preferences in a safe 

district are more likely to run for reelection.     

 Together the findings illustrated by Figures 5 and 6 complement both the uplifting and 

disconcerting conclusions from Chapter 4.  Unrepresentative legislators from marginal districts appear 

to both face greater electoral punishment (Chapter 4) and are more likely to voluntarily leave the 

legislature (Chapter 7), but the impact of representation is relatively small, even in marginal districts.  In 

comparison to other influences on retirement, the impact of a standard deviation increase in either the 

ideological distance measure or voters’ opinions concerning an individual roll-call is less than that 

associated with increasing the length of a legislative session by 100 days, a standard deviation change in 

district partisanship, or a state instituting a cooling off period policy or term limits.  Perhaps of greater 

concern, there again appears to be a less normatively desirable relationship between representation and 

retirement in safe districts, which make nearly half of all districts. 

The relationships between representation and retirement are largely consistent with the 

findings from Chapter 4, but larger political conditions, such as the economy, have unexpected 

relationships with legislators’ decisions to leave the legislature.  Recall from Chapter 2 that challengers 

were more likely to contest incumbent state legislators when the economy was weak.  Statistical 

analyses in Table 1, meanwhile suggest that incumbents are less likely to retire during economic 
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downturns.   This finding adds to the aforementioned mixed findings concerning Congressional elections 

and does not provide strong evidence for strategic retirement.  

Discussion and Future Directions 

Whether a legislator seeks reelection determines whether voters have the opportunity to hold 

these legislators accountable.  If the threat of losing is enough to make a poorly performing or 

unrepresentative legislator retire, elections indirectly weed out bad legislators from office, promoting 

accountability.  Foreseen retirement, however, can have negative implications for representation.  If a 

legislator knows that he will retire – whether for personal or political reasons – he has little electoral 

incentive to represent his district before leaving office.  For example, Kevin McCarthy may have cared 

little that most Illinoisans opposed his utilities bill, especially if he knew there was a pay day as a 

lobbyist at the end of the line.   He no longer needed voters’ electoral support for his career.  Illinois state 

legislative elections then did little to solve the moral hazard problem posed by representative 

government, at least for those legislators who decide not the pursue reelection. 

The above analyses shed some light on the reasons behind legislator’s retirement, but while a 

legislator who retires goes missing from election, there are many missing items from this chapter, to 

which I seek guidance from readers.  For example, the above analyses fail to consider many of the 

internal rules of the legislature.  I find that the presence of term limits greatly increases the likelihood of 

retirement (and is perhaps a subject that deserves greater attention in this chapter), and rules 

concerning seniority or committee assignments may also influence the desirability of staying in the 

legislature.  I, however, am unaware of applicable, available cross-state measures of internal legislative 

procedures and rules.   

I also lack a good explanation for why state legislators more often retire during strong 

economies.   One possible explanation for this pattern in retirements is incumbents hope to ride strong 

economies to higher office instead of reelection, but supplementary analyses suggest that the likelihood 

of leaving the legislature during a strong economy and when there is an open congressional or state 



19 
 

senate seat is no greater than during weak economies.   I welcome readers’ insights for why this 

unexpected relationship between the economy and legislative exit exists. 

The relationship between representation and retirement – albeit small – provides hope that the 

threat of electoral sanction alone indirectly helps remove unrepresentative incumbents from the 

legislature.  This finding is promising for representation in American legislatures but raises concerns 

regarding studies from earlier chapters.  For example, reconsider the analyses from Chapter 4 that 

examined if legislators who were ideologically distant from their district incurred electoral punishment.  

Here, I found little relationship between representation and election outcomes, but I only examined 

those races where incumbents sought reelection.  If unrepresentative incumbents strategically retired, 

my sample would then be biased to include more representative incumbents. This statistical concern is 

similar to the one Gary Cox and Jonathan Katz (2002) identified when studying the Congressional 

incumbency advantage.  Cox and Katz argue that past estimates of the incumbency advantage are biased 

because they only consider cases where the incumbent sought reelection, and these incumbents may be 

systematically different than those who did not seek reelection.  To address this concern, I have 

estimated the relationship between representation and whether an incumbent returns to the legislature 

using a sample of all legislators who served, and I find representation to have no impact.  I, however, am 

unsure of whether to include this type of analysis in this chapter or in the conclusion chapter. 
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Figures 

Figure 1: Electoral and Non-Electoral Turnover in State Legislatures 

 
Bars reflect proportion of state legislators who left legislative service either voluntarily (light grey) or by election (dark 
grey) during indicated time periods.  On average, approximately a fourth of legislators leave their seat voluntarily. 

 

Figure 2: After Retirement Plans of State Legislators 

 
Bars reflect state legislators’ responses to 2002 State Legislative Survey concerning their plans of what they intended to do 
after serving in their present chamber. 
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Figure 3: U.S. House Challengers with Previous Elected Office Experience 

 
Bars indicate the number of U.S. House Challengers who previously held elected office.  Most such “quality” candidates 
once served in the state legislature. 

 

Figure 4: Lobbyists who are Former State Legislators 

 
Bars indicate the number the number of state lobbyists who are former state legislators as of 2005.  On average there are 
29 former state legislators who are lobbyists in states without restrictions on how quickly a former legislator can become 
a lobbyist (lighter bars).  In other states with restricts, the comparable average is 23. 

 
 



26 
 

Figure 5: Relationship between Ideological Representation and Legislator Retirement 

 
Lines indicate the predicted probability an incumbent voluntarily leaves the legislature if they were to increase their 
ideological distance from their district.  State legislators who represent more marginal districts become increasingly likely 
to retire as they provide worse representation meanwhile those who represent safe districts become less likely to retire. 

 
Figure 6: Relationship between District-Level Support of Legislator’s Roll Calls and Legislator 

Retirement 

 
Lines indicate the predicted probability an incumbent voluntarily leaves the legislature as voters become less favorable to 
their roll-call positions.  State legislators who represent more marginal districts become increasingly likely to retire as 
they provide worse representation meanwhile those who represent safe districts become less likely to retire. 
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Table 1: Probit Analyses of Legislator Retirement 
 All Races Marginal Districts Safe Districts Prof Inter. 
Ideological Distance from District -0.010 0.098 -0.206* -0.009 
 (0.058) (0.098) (0.086) (0.058) 
Ideological Distance Squared 0.031 0.055 0.035 0.031 
 (0.030) (0.057) (0.040) (0.030) 
Change Annual Log Q2 State Personal Inc. 3.130* 2.709* 3.399* 3.109* 
 (0.634) (0.867) (0.935) (0.635) 
Q2 Presidential Approval 0.006* 0.005* 0.007* 0.007* 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) 
Legislator Salary (in 1000s of 2010 dollars) -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 
 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 
Legislative Staff per Member -0.015 0.003 -0.013 -0.020 
 (0.017) (0.020) (0.019) (0.018) 
Session Length 0.002* 0.001* 0.002* 0.001* 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
Open CD -0.032 -0.154* 0.094 -0.196 
 (0.053) (0.078) (0.074) (0.132) 
Open CD (Same Party) 0.110 0.250* -0.029 0.168 
 (0.071) (0.107) (0.097) (0.171) 
Distance to Capital (Logged) -0.009 -0.020 0.005 -0.009 
 (0.010) (0.015) (0.015) (0.010) 
Revolving Door Restriction -0.349* -0.326* -0.264* -0.388* 
 (0.046) (0.065) (0.059) (0.081) 
Logged Avg. Amt. to Win Race (State-Year Average) 0.186* 0.088 0.226* 0.198* 
 (0.051) (0.066) (0.069) (0.051) 
Minority Party Seat Share -0.222 -0.205 -0.066 -0.213 
 (0.162) (0.209) (0.223) (0.162) 
Incumbent Party Pres Vote -0.755* -1.667* -0.366 -0.762* 
 (0.080) (0.185) (0.201) (0.080) 
Previous Incumbent Party Vote Share 0.128 0.114 -0.138 0.129 
 (0.072) (0.092) (0.126) (0.072) 
District Size (Logged) -0.230* -0.156 -0.270* -0.241* 
 (0.082) (0.104) (0.103) (0.082) 
Term Limits Enacted 0.444* 0.456* 0.389* 0.441* 
 (0.083) (0.105) (0.091) (0.083) 
Freshman Incumbent -0.663* -0.731* -0.592* -0.663* 
 (0.030) (0.040) (0.044) (0.030) 
Seat Previous Contested 0.050 0.005 0.012 0.053 
 (0.038) (0.055) (0.059) (0.038) 
Member of the Democratic Party -0.116* -0.143* -0.096 -0.120* 
 (0.031) (0.043) (0.056) (0.031) 
Member of President's Party 0.015 0.023 0.015 0.017 
 (0.026) (0.038) (0.037) (0.026) 
Southern Dummy 0.025 0.008 0.073 0.036 
 (0.160) (0.170) (0.161) (0.159) 
Midterm Election -0.092* -0.122* -0.038 -0.091* 
 (0.023) (0.032) (0.034) (0.023) 
Off Year Election 0.209 0.186 0.128 0.190 
 (0.246) (0.261) (0.245) (0.245) 
First Election after Redistricting Dummy 0.765* 0.884* 0.576* 0.762* 
 (0.045) (0.058) (0.070) (0.045) 
State Senator 0.019 -0.026 0.104 0.019 
 (0.069) (0.085) (0.087) (0.069) 
Midterm Appointee 0.286* 0.418* 0.124 0.284* 
 (0.057) (0.077) (0.086) (0.057) 
Open CD x Salary    0.001 
    (0.002) 
Open CD x Legislative Staff    0.035* 
    (0.016) 
Open CD x Session Length    -0.000 
    (0.001) 
Same Party Open CD x Salary    -0.004* 
    (0.002) 
Same Party Open CD x Legislative Staff    -0.022 
    (0.025) 
Same Party Open CD x Session Length    0.002 
    (0.001) 
Revolving Door Restriction X Salary    0.001 
    (0.002) 
Constant -0.333 0.419 -0.514 -0.301 
 (0.681) (0.824) (0.846) (0.679) 
N 23956 12489 11467 23956 
Log-Likelihood -11020.6 -5833.8 -5155.7 -11014.5 

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05 
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Table 2: Predicted Changes in Probabilities of Retirements 

Variable Change in Variable Value 

Change in Probability of Retirement 

All 
Districts 

Marginal 
Districts 

Safe 
Districts 

Length of Legislative Session Increase 100 Days +0.042* +0.035* +0.045* 

Legislative Salary Increase $10,000 -0.003 -0.003 -0.002 

Legislative Staff per Member Increase 17 Staffers 
(appox. NH to CA) 

-0.063 0.012 -0.053 

District Distance from Capital Increase 100 Miles -0.002 -0.005 +0.001 

Average Cost of Campaign Increase $50,000 +0.026* +0.013 +0.033* 

Term Limits All States Have Term Limits +0.121* +0.123* +0.105* 

Minority Party Seat Share Increase 10 percent -0.006 -0.006 -0.002 

Open Congressional Seat All US House Seats Open -0.007 -0.036* +0.025 

Same Party Open Cong. Seat All Open Seats Same Party +0.002 +0.004* -0.001 

Lobbying Cooling Off Period All States Have Cooling Off Period -0.094* -0.087* -0.069* 

Ideological Distance Increase 1 Standard Deviation +0.003 +0.016* -0.013 

District Partisanship Increase a Standard Deviation 
(approx. 13 percent) 

-0.025* -0.048* -0.012* 

State Economy Increase 1 Standard Deviation 
(approx. 2 percent) 

+0.016* +0.014* +0.018* 

* p ≤ .05 
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Table 3: Probit Analyses the relationship between Retirement and District-Support 
Legislators’ Roll-Calls 

 All Races Marginal Districts Safe Districts 
District Support for Bill -0.352 -0.743* 0.246 
 (0.227) (0.317) (0.360) 
    
Incumbent Party Pres Vote 0.232 -0.776 0.422 
 (0.281) (0.547) (0.574) 
    
Incumbent Previous Vote Share -0.169 0.351 -0.950 
 (0.393) (0.592) (0.584) 
    
Incumbent Previously Contested 0.097 0.215 -0.068 
 (0.152) (0.271) (0.196) 
    
State Senate Race 0.946* 0.920* 0.971* 
 (0.133) (0.154) (0.182) 
    
Member of the Democratic Party -0.083 -0.091 -0.120 
 (0.057) (0.077) (0.122) 
    
Member of the President's Party 0.060 0.017 0.164 
 (0.057) (0.077) (0.109) 
    
Freshman Incumbent -1.462* -1.452* -1.500* 
 (0.074) (0.100) (0.113) 
    
Legislative Staff per Member -0.011 -0.009 -0.003 
 (0.020) (0.019) (0.026) 
    
Legislator Salary (in 1000s of 2010 dollars) 0.007* 0.007* 0.007* 
 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) 
    
Session Length 0.003* 0.004* 0.003* 
 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
    
Full Time State Capital Reporters (Logged) 0.319* 0.340* 0.229 
 (0.129) (0.136) (0.170) 
    
District Size (Logged) -0.685* -0.716* -0.636* 
 (0.131) (0.135) (0.187) 
    
Constant 5.316* 5.822* 5.247* 
 (1.197) (1.344) (1.697) 
N 2931 1640 1291 
Log-Likelihood -1506.4 -826.5 -679.1 

Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05 

 


