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Introduction 

To say that the role of a United States Congressional representative is multi-faceted is an 

understatement. These elected officials gather in Washington DC to pass legislation and relay the 

interests of their district to the federal government, bargaining with peers on both sides of the 

aisle to reach a compromise. However, during their time in office the number of laws passed by 

representatives is quite small due to the lengthy implementation of checks and balance and the 

tendency of polarized partisans to hold tightly to their views. When election season comes, what 

can these representatives show for their time in office with so few memorable legislative 

accomplishments?  

The answer comes in the form of constituent service, or “casework,” an umbrella term 

encompassing all non-legislative activities that the office of a representative provides. It is 

perhaps the most tangible and gratifying kind of work that they and their staff perform on a day-

to-day basis in aiding individuals with a myriad of issues and seeing real-time results. 

Constituent service is an ongoing and productive way to serve one’s district, but it also holds an 

electorally significant role for a representative. Incumbents point to the quality of their services 

as tangible indications of their dedication to the office and to the people they represent. 

Motivated by a desire to serve, a desire to stay in office, or a combination of the two, constituent 

service plays a significant role in the perception and reelection of a Congressional representative.  

In this paper, I hope to explore how the perception of a representative’s ability to perform 

casework serves them electorally. I will break down the constituent service system and its history 

in Congress, and place casework in the context of elections and corresponding ethical dilemmas. 

In exploring the dual functions of casework—helping constituents and helping a representative’s 
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chances of reelection—I will emphasize that these functions can coexist and are mutually 

beneficial to both the public servant and the public being served. 

The internship completed in concurrence with this research paper was a constituent 

affairs assistant position with State Senator Jason Lewis of the 5th Middlesex senate district at the 

Massachusetts State House in Boston. Yet, the clear majority of literature on casework focuses 

on constituent affairs at the federal level. While the distinction between state politics and 

congressional politics is not to be ignored, I argue that the ideas put forth by the literature and by 

this paper are still relevant to the type of constituent service I engaged in at the State House. The 

Massachusetts legislature functions similarly to the national legislature in terms of representation 

and lawmaking processes, and unlike other states, these state representatives and state senators 

have staffs large enough to dedicate one or more staffers solely to constituent affairs. As 

researcher Gary King notes, “the primary difference between state legislatures and the US 

Congress…is that both incumbency advantage and each legislator’s operating budget are larger 

in the US Congress.”1 Despite serving larger constituencies and spending more money, there is 

enough common ground between constituent services on the state and federal level to qualify my 

internship experiences as valid in the context of this paper.  

Furthermore, unlike other areas of political science scholarship, casework can only be 

studied from an observational perspective. While a plethora of data exists about constituents, 

casework, congressional staff, and election outcomes, it is impossible to conduct an empirical 

study on this subject using actual constituents and representatives.2 While many of these 

                                                 
1 Gary King, "Constituency Service and Incumbency Advantage," British Journal of Political Science 21 

(1991): 123, accessed November 4, 2017, https://gking.harvard.edu/files/gking/files/constit.pdf. 
2 Morris P. Fiorina and Douglas Rivers, "Constituency Service, Reputation, and the Incumbency Advantage," 

in Home Style and Washington Work: Studies of Congressional Politics, ed. Morris P. Fiorina and David W. 

Rohde, illustrated, reprint ed. (Ann Arbor, MICH/USA: University of Michigan Press, 1991), 29, accessed 

November 4, 2017, https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=lUXtaSl-
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academic observations reveal frequent patterns, or illuminate possible correlations, these 

conclusions must all be taken at face value. 

 

An Insight at the Ground Level  

Casework is not a new phenomenon; in fact, helping constituents through direct advocacy 

has always been a cornerstone of political representation in American history.3 Letters from 

Congress in the Jacksonian era describe how citizens regularly depended on local party groups 

for personal assistance, and how politicians understood that this aid was a crucial part of their 

career function. When the New Deal strengthened the federal government’s role in material 

assistance during the Great Depression, this arrangement shifted, and constituents began turning 

to their Congressman over their local party boss for help.4 In Washington, DC, constituent 

service office work continued to grow throughout the 1950s and 1960s, thanks to the Legislative 

Reorganization Acts (1945 and 1970) which dedicated more financial resources towards their 

development.5 Today, every member of Congress offers some type of constituent service. New 

modes of electronic communication have facilitated an increase in overall constituent contacts, 

as they now have a plethora of options for getting in contact with their representative.6 

Constituent service encompasses several types of governmental assistance. Constituents 

might try to seek affirmative welfare, resist the efforts of federal agencies,7  apply for federal 

benefits, seek relief from a federal administrative decision or request help with immigration and 

                                                 
ErUC&oi=fnd&pg=PA17&dq=constituent+services+representatives&ots=quNyiDDj4S&sig=SRk9p2mu41w

VZIUOYxPxLkISnrY#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
3 Congressional Research Service, Casework in a Congressional. 
4 Hamilton, "Constituent Service," 12. 
5 Roberto Felix Carlos, "Congressional Casework: Why Bother? An Insider's Perspective on Casework" 

(master's thesis, The University of Texas at San Antonio, 2012), 12, accessed November 5, 2017, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/1040720212/fulltextPDF/4CE11A2D9FE4FC8PQ/1?accountid=14434. 
6 See Appendix A: Congressional Research Service, Social Networking. 
7 Levin, "Congressional Ethics.” 
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citizenship processes.8 A representative’s office will often heed requests for copies of bills or 

other public documents, information on tourism, and assistance with government grant 

applications.9 Roberto Felix Carlos classifies these variations in constituent service by the 

education level of the constituent: Those with less education tend to ask for help with social 

security, jobs, and military discharges, while those with more education inquired about tax 

concerns, military academy appointments, and policy issues.10 These range from individual 

issues to large-scale community assistance, and can take as long as five minutes to several 

months to fully resolve. 

 Case processing usually follows a standard procedure. Most requests are handled at the 

staff level so that the representative and their legislative team can focus more of their attention 

on lawmaking and attending meetings.11 The representative will rarely intervene on behalf of a 

constituent personally, and only for difficult cases or high-profile situations. The case starts with 

an initial contact, typically through a letter or an email, and follow-up phone calls are deemed 

necessary if the case is complex.12 In Senator Lewis’ office, each contact is recorded into a 

constituent database, detailing the name, address, phone number, and email of the constituent (or 

whatever information is available from the letter or email). Each interaction is then further 

categorized based on the nature of the interaction (phone, email, walk-in, website contact, 

petition, meeting, or letter), the date of the interaction, the topic discussed and, if applicable, the 

constituent’s opinion on that topic. The content of the interaction may range from asking the 

                                                 
8 Congressional Research Service, Casework in a Congressional. 
9 Wayne P. Steger, "The Permanent Campaign: Marketing from the Hill" (unpublished manuscript, DePaul 

University, Chicago, IL, November 28, 1998), 22, accessed November 5, 2017, 

http://www.ilcampaign.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Permanent-Campaign-Handbook-of-Pol-

Marketing.pdf. 
10 Carlos, "Congressional Casework," 2. 
11 Levin, "Congressional Ethics," 28. 
12 Ibid, 19. 
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representative which bills they plan to support in the upcoming legislative session to requesting 

help in navigating administrative resources, to complaining about an infrastructure issue in their 

town. A first contact initiates the creation of a constituent profile, and subsequent interactions are 

categorized and logged under this profile during the entirety of the representative’s time in 

office.  

This database creates a map of civically-engaged constituents throughout the 

representative’s district and manifests the information-gathering function of constituent services. 

While it neither includes nor reflects the names and opinions of every citizen that the 

representative serves, it includes those who take the time to reach out and voice their opinion. 

These individuals are civically engaged and likely to vote; thus, it is especially important for a 

representative to pay attention to the issues that matter most to them to maintain a satisfied 

district.13  

Casework provides a direct and personalized look at the micro-level of policy 

aftermaths.14 For example, casework that navigates the nuances of federal or state bureaucracy, 

such as Social Security, highlights limitations within laws and suggests goals for improvement in 

the next legislative session.15 Both Congressional and state legislators can only afford to spend 

so much time in their districts, so constituent service helps close that gap. The feedback that 

these constituents offer through their requests and correspondences exists outside of the 

legislative bubble. Fiorina and Rivers chart the trap of constituent alienation to which a 

                                                 
13 Steger, "The Permanent," 11. 
14 Congressional Research Service, Casework in a Congressional Office: Background, Rules, Laws, and 

Resources, by R. Eric Petersen and Sarah J. Eckman, report no. RL33209 (n.p.: Government Printing Office, 

2017). 
15 Lee H. Hamilton, "Constituent Service and Representation," The Public Manager: The New Bureaucrat 21, 

no. 2 (Summer 1992): 12, accessed November 4, 2017, 

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CA12880569&v=2.1&u=mlin_m_tufts&it=r&p=AONE&sw=

w&authCount=1#. 
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lawmaker might succumb. After mobilizing the district to build a strong voter base, the elected 

politician will maintain that support while beginning to participate in legislative activities. 

Eventually, they will start devoting money and resources into policy-making and legislative 

efforts and less on campaigning. This puts the representative at risk for appearing out-of-touch 

with the voters in the following election cycle, creating vulnerability on the part of the 

representative. As Senator Lewis expressed in a conversation with his staff, such alienation 

inspires fear that a more connected challenger could run a constituent-centered campaign and 

replace them.16 Thus, constituent service functions as a consistent feedback link and a 

mechanism for maintaining ties to the district. It is a checks and balances system in of itself, 

allowing representatives to grasp the tangible effects of their votes in the capital.17  

 

The Internet’s Impact on Constituent Casework 

 The arrival of the World Wide Web revolutionized the conduct of politics, and especially 

the way that constituents interact with their representatives. Electronic communications 

compress space and time and create several new options for contacting politicians and making 

their opinions known. This ease of constituent communication changed the nature of constituent 

service, presenting new benefits and potential drawbacks.  

 Until 1993, members of Congress conversed with federal administrations and 

constituents through personal contact and mailed correspondence. After a series of pilot email 

programs, the 104th Congress tested the first official government web pages in 1995 and 

                                                 
16 Fiorina and Rivers, "Constituency Service." 
17 Ronald M. Levin, "Congressional Ethics and Constituent Advocacy in an Age of Mistrust," Michigan Law 

Review 95, no. 1 (October 1996): 20, accessed November 4, 2017, doi:10.2307/1290131. 
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expanded until each member had a site of their own.18 To incentivize web development, the 

Congressional Management Foundation created the Gold Mouse Awards to recognize the most 

user-friendly government sites of the year, and continued to bestow them until 2014.19 The 

Internet is now the most common avenue for constituents to communicate with their 

representatives.20 According to a 2007 Pew research report, most Americans have contacted their 

government at either the state or federal level,21 and “internet users” are more likely to contact 

their representatives in general through any mode of communication.22 Since this study is nearly 

10 years old, and internet communications have only increased in scope and frequency with the 

proliferation of social media, these numbers are presumably higher today. 

The official website of a politician serves a multitude of purposes. It is a live bulletin 

board, updating constituents on the locations and times of mobile. It provides basic district 

information, and it typically details the representative’s personal history (or their constructed 

version of it), with links to other governmental websites. These websites also serve as conduits 

for constituent surveys.23 Polling is not a perfect science; constituents tend to express passive 

opinions on a variety of issues without going into depth on any single topic. Yet, this 

measurement of constituent opinion is another opportunity to attract direct constituent feedback 

                                                 
18 E. Scott Adler, Chariti E. Gent, and Cary B. Overmeyer, "The Home Style Homepage: Legislator Use of the 

World Wide Web for Constituency Contact," Legislative Studies Quarterly 23, no. 4 (November 1998): 

accessed November 4, 2017, http://www.jstor.org/stable/440242. 
19 Non-Profit Soapbox, "Gold Mouse Awards," Congressional Management Foundation, last modified 2014, 

accessed December 12, 2017, http://www.congressfoundation.org/projects/gold-mouse-project. 
20 See Appendix B (Fig 4) and C (Fig 5): Kathy Goldschmidt and Leslie Ochreiter, Communicating with 

Congress How the Internet Has Changed Citizen Engagement (Washington, DC: Congressional Management 

Foundation, 2008), accessed December 16, 2017, 

http://www.congressfoundation.org/storage/documents/CMF_Pubs/cwc_citizenengagement.pdf. 
21 Lee Raine, Information Searches That Solve Problems (n.p.: Pew Research Center, 2007). 
22 See Appendix D: ibid. 
23 Adler, Gent, and Overmeyer, "The Home." 
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in real time and in concurrence with constituent services, information which proves valuable 

when constructing policy decisions and assessing what voters care about.24  

Instantaneous feedback is not the only advantage of e-government communications. 

Congressional contact rates have soared since the use of the internet,25 and constituent 

correspondence is more interactive and less expensive than ever before.26 Emails, tele-town 

halls, videos, and social media provide new avenues for both constituents and representatives to 

voice their stances publicly and on the record.  

The phenomenon of constructing and managing several versions of a political persona, 

from personal interactions to public appearances to legislative records, is taken to the extreme in 

the digital age with the frequent use of web pages and social media. Featuring representatives on 

the Internet and asking voters to create opinions about them pulls politicians into celebrity 

culture. By engaging in multi-media arenas, the representative consciously creates a collective 

online persona that conveys a specific image to their constituents. The appearance of a website or 

the wording of an issue might become deciding factors in how comfortable a given constituent 

feels in reaching out to their office; these factors did not exist to the same degree before the 

Internet. Some politicians become as famous as movie stars, and they are beholden to certain 

expectations and levels of charisma beyond the typical representative. The divide between the 

image and the person is rarely realized, but the closest that most constituents will come to a 

direct interaction is by reaching out to their office and instigating a response (which, as I learned 

                                                 
24 Steger, "The Permanent," 11. 
25 See Appendix E (Fig 2): Goldschmidt and Ochreiter, Communicating with. 
26 Congressional Research Service, Social Networking and Constituent Communications: Members’ Use of 

Twitter and Facebook during a Two-Month Period in the 112th Congress, by Matthew Eric Glassman, Jacob 

R. Straus, and Colleen J. Shogan, report no. R43018 (Government Printing Office, 2013), 11, accessed 

November 4, 2017, http://piperreport.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Social-Media-Use-by-Congress-CRS-

March-2013.pdf. 
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through my internship this semester, is almost never written by the representative themselves, 

but rather their staff). The integration of the Internet and persona culture into constituent 

interactions with their representative adds a more complicated layer to constituent service.  

What type of person might take advantage of these new modes of communication? Email 

and website users tend to possess a higher level of education and income, and identify 

themselves as more civically engaged.27 While the Information Age was hailed as the great 

equalizer of knowledge and data, not all who use the internet have the same intelligence level or 

inclination towards civic engagement. Rather, this system may only permit those who are already 

engaged with the issues to dominate the conversation from the perspective of the constituent 

service staffer.28 These populations do not necessarily reflect the actual makeup and opinions of 

the district, and thus these communications may over-magnify the voices of those who volunteer 

to speak. Automated email formats prompted by third parties allow a bloated influx of pre-

formatted messages, which take as much effort to send as a single-question poll. This inflow 

phenomenon is not inherently bad, especially since the constituents who choose to email in 

support of a bill are those who are civically engaged enough to vote and are thus especially 

important for the ever-campaigning politician.  

 

Casework in an Electoral Context 

 On election day, when voters must decide between supporting an incumbent or choosing 

a new representative, policy is rarely the selling point. Few voters recall how candidates voted 

nor do they typically care (unless it was broadcasted on television or widely discussed via social 

                                                 
27 Steger, "The Permanent," 25. 
28 Carlos, "Congressional Casework," 80. 
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media).29 Representatives who are one of many in a body of legislators have both the necessity to 

distinguish themselves through constituent service and the opportunity to do this with effective 

results, since they typically have smaller districts and can devote larger amounts of time to their 

constituents.  

 The frequent use of constituent testimony in official campaign advertisements 

demonstrates the importance of great constituent service records for an incumbent. These first-

hand accounts tend to resonate with voters across the aisle.30 They work because they are highly 

personal, humanizing, and reflective of tangible results from an incumbent’s time in office.31 

These advertisements point to glowing constituent service records as an implicit promise to 

continue their dedicated service to the district. If the candidate is challenging an incumbent, they 

often emphasize key phrases (“organized,” “dedicated,” “really cares”) in their campaigns to 

indicate that they have the traits and persona necessary to be a committed public servant.32  

 These advertisements tap into a phenomenon referred to as “the personal vote.” Cain, 

Ferejohn, and Fiorina more concretely define the personal vote as the “personal qualities, 

qualifications, activities, and records” of a candidate beyond party affiliation or professed 

                                                 
29 Steger, "The Permanent," 23. 
30 Michael Maslansky, "Don’t Take it From Me: The Constituent Testimonial," Fast Company, September 21, 

2012, accessed November 5, 2017, https://www.fastcompany.com/3001502/dont-take-it-me-constituent-

testimonial. 
31 Juana Summers, "Constituent Services Give Voters Something to Remember," National Public Radio, last 

modified October 28, 2014, accessed November 5, 2017, 

http://www.npr.org/2014/10/28/359615965/constituent-services-give-voters-something-to-remember. 
32  John Londregan and Thomas Romer, "Polarization, Incumbency, and the Personal Vote," in Political 

Economy: Institutions, Competition and Representation: Proceedings of the Seventh International Symposium 

in Economic Theory and Econometrics, ed. William A. Barnett, Melvin Hinich, and Norman Schofield, 

illustrated ed. (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 356, accessed November 5, 2017, 

https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=QtQRgOohnYgC&oi=fnd&pg=PA355&dq=constituent+servi

ces+representatives&ots=Dx7TFD6QO_&sig=UfmSuFruqueGUJlBmogmTBOAQmY#v=onepage&q=constit

uent%20services%20representatives&f=false. 
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ideology.33 While much scholarship is devoted to more easily measurable aspects of electoral 

support, several studies conclude that this accumulation of factors can have just as much, if not 

more, electoral sway on election day than other factors. Londregan and Romer conclude that 

voters are “willing to sacrifice ideological purity for the ability [of a candidate] to provide 

services,” creating the rare case of a crossover voter casting their ballot beyond their party.34 

Furthermore, in a 2003 study of redistricting in California, Desposato and Petrocik assert that the 

personal vote serves as “an anchor that secures less-attached voters who would otherwise 

respond to the political tides…it stabilizes the vote of the less partisan.”35 Newer voters who are 

susceptible to short-term election influences do gravitate away from party loyalties if there is a 

candidate on the other side who better appeals to these personal qualities. Numerically, the 

number of voters who rely on the personal vote to make their ultimate decision is small. 

However, it is large enough to be statistically significant; up to 5% of the electorate may be 

influenced by a candidate’s personal attributes, enough to push a marginal district into safety.36  

 

The Goal of the Work: An Academic Debate 

Constituent services function as a source of aid for constituents, yet it also provides clear 

electoral benefits for an incumbent. A plethora of scholars have attempted to tease out which 

motivation is stronger, serving the district or staying in power, and the extent to which this 

question matters for effective constituent support.  

                                                 
33 Bruce E. Cain, John A. Ferejohn, and Morris P. Fiorina, "The Constituency Service Basis of the Personal 

Vote for U.S. Representatives and British Members of Parliament," The American Political Science Review 78, 

no. 1 (March 1984): 111, accessed November 5, 2017, DOI:10.2307/1961252. 
34 Londregan and Romer, “Polarization, Incumbency” 373. 
35 Scott W. Desposato and John R. Petrocik, "The Variable Incumbency Advantage: New Voters, 

Redistricting, and the Personal Vote," American Journal of Political Science 47, no. 1 (January 2003): 21. 
36 Levin, “Congressional Ethics,” 25. 
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In a study of Congressional ethics and constituent advocacy, Ronald Levin analyzes this 

tension between service and the desire for reelection. He points to “rational choice theory”, a 

school of thought to explain human behavior, as a means for understanding the ways that 

politicians choose to spend their time.37 As representatives, whose continued employment 

depends on the opinions of others, politicians make individual, self-serving decisions with the 

goal of staying in power.38 The goal of serving their constituency need not conflict with this 

former objective; in fact, casework unites the two objectives in such a way that, Levin argues, it 

is difficult to discern which motivation is the primary one.  

Other details point to the conscious use of constituent service as a reelection tool. As far 

as campaign tactics go, it is one of the more cost-effective ones, for as Fiorina and Rivers 

articulate, it is “pure profit” for a politician: all reward and no risk.39 Constituents expect that 

their representative will expend all available resources to fix their issue, but there is no guarantee 

that their request can be fully resolved. A genuine effort and a kind and responsive staff are the 

only necessary ingredients to “good” constituent service; a positive outcome is merely a bonus. 

Research shows that representatives will actively solicit cases, especially in electorally 

vulnerable districts, and use them in campaign materials to solidify their reputation for helping 

constituents.40  

Furthermore, over the past several decades many scholars have approached this subject 

and come to similar conclusions. In his thesis on the “electoral connection,” Mayhew claims that 

politicians only do that which is electorally beneficial, and thus constituent service is just one of 

                                                 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Fiorina and Rivers, “Constituency Service.” 
40 Levin, “Congressional Ethics,” 23. 
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many political duties that fall under this category.41 Yiannakis’ idea of the “grateful electorate,” 

those voters who seek help from their representatives and are thus more likely to support 

incumbents, cites casework as a non-essential but significant factor in electoral favorability.42 

Serra’s multiple studies all point to the noticeable impact that constituent service has on voters in 

marginal districts, despite the small number of constituents who directly benefit from the service 

itself (more on this idea later).43  

However, not all of academia is convinced that constituent service has a significant sway 

over the opinions of voters. Johannes and McAdams, for example, found that in the election of 

1978, casework was an insubstantial factor in voting decisions, but rather the shifts in support 

stemmed from ideological positioning of the voters.44 Fiorina, however, in their 1981 study 

claimed that Serra’s methodology was over-simplistic and thus his findings should be 

invalidated. A more recent study, conducted by Wagner in 2007, also cast doubt upon the link 

between constituent service and electoral influence. In studying what he calls the “opposing 

constituency,” those who did not vote for the incumbent in an election, he finds that some voters 

view casework as a partisan tool. Therefore, its potential to influence a voter’s choice is only 

limited to those constituents who were already inclined to vote for the incumbent.45  

                                                 
41 Benjamin I. Paige, review of Congress: The Electoral Connection, by David R. Mayhew, Political Science 

Quarterly 90, no. 2 (Summer 1995): accessed December 16, 2017, DOI:10.2307/2148248. 
42 Diana Evans Yiannakis, "The Grateful Electorate: Casework and Congressional Elections," American 

Journal of Political Science 25, no. 3 (August 1981): accessed December 20, 2017, DOI:10.2307/2110819. 
43 George Serra, "Casework Advertisement and Member-Constituent Contact: A District Analysis," Politics 

and Policy 22, no. 3 (September 1994): accessed December 20, 2017, DOI:10.1111/j.1747-

1346.1994.tb00341.x. 
44 Carlos, “Congressional Casework,” 12. 
45 Michael W. Wagner, "Beyond Policy Representation in the U.S.: House Partisanship, Polarization, and 

Citizens' Attitudes about Casework," American Politics Reserach 45, no. 6 (November 1, 2007): accessed 

December 20, 2017, https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X07299867. 
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Although scholars are mixed on whether casework has the potential to impact an election, 

the connection between constituent service and the reelection prospects of an incumbent are 

significant enough to merit debate. The central question, therefore, is whether this connection is 

detrimental to the integrity of the American political system. As Levin notes, such ethical 

judgements must consider the greater value of constituent service to society against the moral 

reprehensibility attached to actions that are politically motivated.46 He articulates that “if 

casework is worthwhile on its own terms, the expectation of political gain is not, by itself, a 

reason to condemn the practice.”47 If both motivations—aiding the district and increasing one’s 

chances of reelection—happen to align, there is little immediate reason to scorn the practice. 

However, fostering relationships with constituents and gaining some degree of electoral benefit 

becomes increasingly more complicated once campaign donations are involved.   

 

Ethics and Money: “The Keating Five” 

 Campaign donations are crucial to the success of a candidate. From local level positions 

to presidential bids, first-time campaigners to seasoned incumbents, they all depend on funding 

from donors and voters. In addition to funding their campaign staffers and literature, candidates 

seek money as a financial vote of confidence, a quantitative measure of their ability to inspire 

others and lead a movement; this is why self-funded candidates often lose. Voters and donors 

invest in the success of the candidate because they believe in their platform and want help them 

become elected. Large donors, especially those with strong business or personal interests, 

however, may also view the candidate as a delegate for furthering these interests. The money 

                                                 
46 Levin, “Congressional Ethics,” 23. 
47 Ibid, 24. 
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greases their relationship with the candidate, paving the way for future influencing should they 

win their office of choice.48 

 This latter kind of relationship is the type that blurs the lines between altruism and 

corruption in the context of constituent service. If a representative aids a constituent and that 

constituent has donated or plans to donate any amount of money to their reelection campaign, 

both parties wander into unethical territory. To explore this tension, I will use the “Keating Five” 

affair as a case study for the moral pitfall opened in casework ethics. 

 In the early 1980s, the Federal Home Loan Bank Board (FHLBB) feared that savings and 

loans associations (S&Ls) were putting federally-insured money at risk with irresponsible 

business ventures. They instituted a cap on the amount of money that S&Ls could invest in such 

gambles. The Lincoln Savings and Loans Association, chaired by Charles Keating, Jr., had 

accrued a large amount of debt as a presumable result of bad investments, and the FHLBB 

opened an investigation into Lincoln in 1986. They discovered that the S&L had indeed 

exceeded the investment cap by $600 million, resulting in about $135 million in unreported 

losses.49 That year was an election year, and Congress swung from Republican to Democrat. 

Over the next several months, Keating pressured five key senators to advocate for him against 

the FHLBB on his behalf: John McCain, John Glenn, Alan Cranston, Donald Riegle, and Dennis 

DeConcini. In exchange for up to $1.3 million in various campaign donations, these senators 

requested and participated in several meetings with the FHLBB, citing their concern for the well-

being of their constituent, especially one who played such an important role in the economies of 

                                                 
48 Eitan Hersh, "Ethics and Money" (lecture, Tufts University, Medford, Ma, October 2, 2017). 
49 Nathaniel C. Nash, "Showdown Time for Danny Wall," The New York Times (New York City), July 9, 1989, 

accessed December 16, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/1989/07/09/business/showdown-time-for-danny-

wall.html. 
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their districts.50 Because of their efforts and a shift in FHLBB leadership, they ultimately 

dropped the case against Lincoln. 

 Nevertheless, Lincoln’s bankruptcy two years later and the resulting losses for thousands 

of investors prompted the former chair of the FHLBB to speak out about his meetings with the 

senators. Picked up by the press, media stories began to circulate about the relationship between 

Keating and the senators, and ultimately the Senate Ethics Committee launched an investigation. 

Cranston was reprimanded and the other senators were publicly chastised, but the Ethics 

Committee pursued no formal charges. 

 The final decision of the Ethics Committee was narrowly tailored for a reason. Outside of 

the “substantial linkage” between the senators’ actions and Keating’s donations, the five men 

acted no differently than politicians typically do when advocating on behalf of a constituent.51 

The Keating Five, as well as any representative who chooses to engage in constituent services, 

navigate the tension between the freedom and enthusiasm in serving constituents and the 

responsibility to uphold the public trust.52 Most casework studies cite neither favoritism nor 

corruption as motivation for special casework treatment. Beyond ethical concerns, doing so 

would jeopardize their professionalism, generate bad publicity, and fail to secure any electoral 

benefit, since campaign donors naturally support the politician to whom they donate. 

 There are several ways in which representatives mitigate ethical concerns in the context 

of constituent service. While all who work in government must abide by ethics codes, 

underscoring to constituent service staffers that they must give no indication that donations will 

                                                 
50 "Profile of John McCain," pt. 7, AZ Central (AZ), March 1, 2007, accessed December 16, 2017, 

http://archive.azcentral.com/news/election/mccain/articles/2007/03/01/20070301mccainbio-chapter7.html. 
51 Levin, “Congressional Ethics,” 69. 
52 Ibid, 72. 
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grant a constituent special access to his representative makes the matter more explicit.53 Instead 

of refusing to provide services to those who actively donate to a campaign, they might refuse 

contributions from those who are actively seeking governmental assistance. Waiting for a 

reasonable length of time to pass between the campaign contribution and the performing of 

constituent service also eases the probability of corruption. 

 The central defense of the senators was that they were conducting regular constituent 

services, and that their actions were not at all motivated or linked to Keating’s campaign 

donations. The validity of their argument depends on how one defines constituent service and 

who is considered a constituent. While McCain likened his actions to “helping the little lady who 

didn’t get her Social Security,”54 aiding a demonstrated campaign donor provides, at minimum, 

the appearance of corruption. From constituent services to corruption charges, at the end of the 

day, it is this perception that counts in the minds of voters and in the hearts of constituents.  

 

Perception and Reputation 

 Representatives are elected to create laws, but so much of that election process and the 

success of the candidate afterwards hinges not on tangible service, but the appearance of it. In an 

analysis of campaign marketing, Steger finds that “rhetoric, symbols, and images matter to 

politicians performing for electoral audiences,”55 and in many ways, constituent service is one 

platform of performance. As mentioned previously, constituent testimonials are prominently 

featured in campaign advertisements, candidates use modern social media platforms to construct 

                                                 
53 Ibid, 96. 
54 Richard L. Berke, "Helping Constituents or Themselves?," The New York Times (New York City), 

November 5, 1989, accessed December 16, 2017, http://www.nytimes.com/1989/11/05/us/helping-

constituents-or-themselves.html?pagewanted=1. 
55 Steger, “The Permanent,” 7 
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a likeable image for voters to connect with, and even the Senate Ethics Committee is more 

concerned about the appearance of corruption than the extent of the actual corruption itself. A 

central component to the Congressional ethics code is inspiring confidence in the government 

and its ability to protect and serve the needs of its constituents; casework functions in a similar 

way. 

Researchers Eulan and Kari identify four components of responsiveness that constitute 

representation: policy (passing laws on behalf of constituents), service (casework), allocation 

(anticipation of district needs), and symbolism (inspiring trust and confidence through political 

and personal gestures). Out of these four, they argue, the service and symbolic components prove 

to be most compelling.56 They combine in what is known as a politician’s “home style,” or the 

way in which a representative presents himself to his constituents.57 This concept has been 

thoroughly researched by political science scholars because it manifests itself differently 

depending on the priorities and personal style of each politician.  In each case, the representative 

forges a “web of relationships” with their constituents.58 According to Richard Fenno, they do 

this both by explaining their political behaviors in lawmaking contexts and allocating their 

resources responsibly. Elected politicians and their staff must balance legislative investments, 

official communications, casework, spending, and traveling to their districts and other locations 

across the country for various purposes. The amount of time and staffers allocated to each of 

these areas reflects the interests of the representative: thus, one would imagine, dedicating a 

significant portion to constituent service should yield the happiest constituency. 

                                                 
56 Heinz Eulau and Paul D. Karps, "The Puzzle of Representation: Specifying Components of 

Responsiveness," Legislative Studies Quarterly 2, no. 3 (August 1977): accessed December 16, 2017, 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.library.tufts.edu/stable/pdf/439340.pdf?refreqid=excelsior:b9ff1e5923fab50bc44

a25a1efebcffb. 
57 Adler, Gent, and Overmeyer, "The Home." 
58 Fiorina and Rivers, "Constituency Service,” 17. 
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However, as studies have repeatedly shown, the number of completed cases does not 

accurately reflect constituent trust or satisfaction in their representative. Rather, these opinions 

stem from the appearance of abundant casework instead, as illustrated in comparing the three 

main levels of constituent contact outlined by Richard Fenno. Direct contact is rare but impactful 

for a constituent;59 indirect contact through a family member, friend, or passerby is more 

common; and general publicity through the representatives’ communications team or chronicled 

in a news or media outlet requires the least amount of effort for a constituent to consume.60 Out 

of these three, the indirect interaction is perhaps the most significant, since it demonstrates the 

ripple effect that successful constituent service creates, and this combined with general publicity 

is enough to generate a strong reputation of constituent service to tap into the personal vote come 

election time.  

This reputation-based opinion generation ties back into political advertising. As 

previously mentioned, notable and successful casework testimonials bring legislative specificity 

and humanization to a politician and create a favorable image to a voter. In these and other cases, 

however, the candidate is treated like a marketed product with certain associations, resting more 

on the projected image of what the candidate has done and will continue to do rather than the 

details of their resume.61  

 

Conclusion  

Constituent service is a tool used by both politicians and their constituents to glean the 

most from their mutually-beneficial relationship. Following a specific process of communication, 

                                                 
59 Ibid, 40. 
60 Ibid, 29. 
61 Maslansky, “Don’t Take it.” 
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delegation, and categorization made easier through modern technology, members of a 

representative’s district take advantage of his resources and staffers to receive information and 

aid with government services. Simultaneously, politicians recognize the electoral advantages of 

efficient and friendly constituent service. Carlos notes that constituent service “is a means to an 

end, in this case the end being good governance.”62 Casework is an extension of representation 

and a mechanism for maintaining political likeability, a means of serving the district and serving 

a politician’s self-interest. This paper explores the tension between these two motivations behind 

casework, ultimately concluding that both are valid and lead to satisfied results for the aided 

constituent and the reelected representative. As with most aspects of politics, constituent services 

become complicated once money is involved, as exemplified by the Keating Five affair. 

This paper has also demonstrated how casework functions on a perceptive level. From the 

persona culture encouraged by the age of the Internet, to the intangible but electorally significant 

factor of the personal vote, to the importance of ethical appearances in the Keating report, the 

reputation of a politician is just as crucial as the actual work he does. This idea may sit 

uncomfortably for those who fear that their representative may hide lazily behind a constructed 

persona of active devotion, but to those who truly worry about that, perhaps this exploration into 

constituent service may motivate them to contact their own representative and become more 

civically engaged to better understand and track their representatives’ actions. Whether each 

constituent has a civic obligation to do so is up to the discretion of the reader. 

 

  

 

                                                 
62 Carlos, “Congressional Casework,” 2. 
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