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I. Introduction

As Richard Fenno famously demonstrated in Home Style: House Members in Their
Districts, Members of Congress tend to be very good at interacting with constituents face-to-face.
Digital interaction, however, is inherently new terrain for many Members, and any new activity
entails uncertainty and risk.  Furthermore, implementing and making effective use of innovations
requires new knowledge and new operating procedures.  As a consequence, adoption of Web
technologies is neither automatic nor effortless.  As Dawes and her colleagues (1999: 21) write,
“Throughout our history, developments in technology have emerged much faster than the
evolution of organizational forms.”

However, communication between legislators and constituents is fundamental to effective
democratic representation, and devising the institutional means for citizen/legislator
communication stands as one of the core and persistent problems in the practice of democracy.  A
legislator needs information about the preferences, ideals, norms, and beliefs of her constituents
in order to do her job well.  Similarly, citizens need information about the actions and decisions
of their representative in order to maintain appropriate accountability.  But as national problems
become more complex, and as the political process grows more and more dominated by experts
and organized groups, it is becoming more difficult for interested citizens to understand the very
meaning of government action, much less to find an effective voice in the process.

Recent developments in interactive information technology create new possibilities for
establishing communication links between citizens and their representative.  The widespread
adoption and use of web based technologies among citizens creates the potential for greater
citizen participation in, and knowledge and trust of, their government.1  Web technologies allow
citizens access to the government irrespective of their geographic proximity to the seat of
government, and increasingly, irrespective of their wealth and educational level.  When citizens
have better knowledge of the hard choices Congress often has to make, and the rationale
legislators have for making them, many citizens may reinvest their trust in government.  Wisely
used, the Internet can re-connect citizens and Congress in very meaningful ways.

A recent study by Congressional Management Foundation (CMF 2003) found that over
the past year many representatives in the U.S. Congress have greatly improved the quality of their
official web sites in a variety of ways, but there is still a large disparity among the offices; some
offices have yet to take full advantage of capabilities for communication that the Internet has to
offer (CMF 2003: 5).  As we show in the next section, we can explain this cross sectional
variation in the quality of Members’ web sites using standard static analytical approaches that can
be found in the political science literature on congressional behavior.  This static analysis

                                                  
1 The Congressional Management Foundation report that, at the state level, the average percentage of
households with an Internet connection is 50% (with standard deviation of 5%).  The state with the lowest
percentage of connections is Mississippi (36%) and the state with the highest is Alaska (64%).











Table 3.  Estimated Change in Probability in Receiving Grade, Marginal Effects
Electoral Situation Local Situation Institutional

Situation
Web site
Grade

Election
Margin

Tenure in
Office

% Connected
Households

Educational
Services

Gross State
Product

Electronic
Manufacturing

Political Party
(Republican)

A .078
(.034)

.174
(.090)

-.106
(.038)

-.036
(.025)

.245
(.099)

.023
(-.138)

-.028
(.015)

B+ .094
(.036)

.130
(.037)

-.133
(.044)

-.055
(.039)

.186
(.047)

.039
(-.222)

-.039
(.021)

B .024
(.011)

-.005
(.022)

-.038
(.012)

-.021
(.016)

.004
(.020)

.035
(-.159)

-.011
(.006)

C -.088
(.037)

-.158
(.061)

.116
(.037)

.044
(.031)

-.212
(.065)

.018
(.047)

.033
(.017)

D -.051
(.020)

-.072
(.027)

.074
(.025)

.030
(.022)

-.106
(.030)

.025
(.039)

.022
(.013)

F -.056
(.022)

-.067
(.020)

.088
(.030)

.038
(.028)

-.117
(.038)

.060
(.047)

.024
(.012)

Note: Cells give the estimated change in probability for each grade that comes from a counter factual simulation, where a Member
typical in all respects is assumed to change the column variable from its minimum to its maximum.  Standard errors for the changes in
probability are given in parentheses; standard errors are estimated using the Huber-White method and are clustered by state.  Only
statistically significant marginal effects are reported in this table.  For the full model, see table 2.


