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Abstract 

Senate elections affect senators’ partisan behavior. Senators encounter incentives to 

display party loyalty, but they must win reelection every six years to continue pursuing 

ideological, partisan, and career-based goals in the U.S. Senate. Since most senators desire 

reelection, they respond to credible electoral threats. Therefore, a senator’s electoral vulnerability 

affects his party loyalty. 

In this thesis, I examine the effect of elections on senators’ party loyalty through 

interviews with Senate staffers, analysis of senators’ roll-call voting, and studies of four 

senators’ careers. I conclude that senators facing competitive elections display less party loyalty 

toward the end of their terms relative to their colleagues. I also find that the effect of elections on 

senators’ party loyalty during the last two years of a Senate term parallel the effect of elections 

on the party loyalty on House incumbents seeking reelection. Overall, senators’ perceptions of 

electoral vulnerability influence how they represent their constituents. 
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ELECTIONS AND PARTY LOYALTY IN THE U.S. SENATE 

MATT HAYWARD 

Every six years, U.S. senators must run for reelection to continue their service. Through 

elections, voters in each state determine who represents them in the U.S. Senate. They can 

change their representation by replacing their senator. However, the mere presence of elections 

affects how senators represent their constituents. Senators must balance their goals in the Senate 

with their desire for reelection. They have electoral incentives to adjust their political and 

legislative behavior to align with their constituencies.  

A senator’s behavior stems from various motivations. Most senators hope to remain in 

office thus they avoid actions that would imperil their reelection. Senators may also be motivated 

by ideology, policy goals, partisanship, and a desire for advancement within the Senate. 

Ideological and career-based motivations may encourage a high degree of loyalty to the senator’s 

political party. While senators have incentives to show party loyalty, ultimately they must be 

reelected to continue fulfilling their other goals. Therefore, electoral pressures shape senators’ 

partisan behavior. 

In this thesis, I study the effect of elections on senators’ party loyalty. First, I review the 

institutional characteristics of the Senate and summarize the literature on Senate elections and 

representation. Then I provide the perspectives of two Senate staffers on senators, political 

parties, and elections. The literature review and interviews inform my hypotheses as I analyze 

the effect of elections on senators’ partisan behavior. Following my quantitative analysis of the 

effect of elections on party loyalty, I contextualize my findings within the careers of four U.S. 

senators. Next, I compare electoral effects in the House and Senate. I conclude with a discussion 

of my overall findings. 
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Background 

Characterizing the Senate 

The Senate as an institution has changed dramatically over the course of American 

history. The current Senate is defined by the individualism of its members. This characteristic is 

entrenched in the chamber’s rules. By design the Senate is somewhat insulated from the public, 

yet senators are the most visible legislators in American politics. 

At the Constitutional Convention, the Senate emerged as part of the Great Compromise, 

which balanced power between populous and less populous states. While the House of 

Representatives provides representation according to population, the Senate provides each state 

equal representation regardless of size (Lee and Oppenheimer 1999). This arrangement has 

representational consequences. With states as the electoral units rather than districts of equal 

population, the Senate generally favors whichever political party is in the minority nationally. 

The tendency of urban populations to be in populous states makes the Senate biased against 

ideological liberals and racial minorities (Jacobson 2009). In recent decades, Republicans have 

benefited from their tendency to win in less populous states (Lee and Oppenheimer 1997). States 

tend to have more heterogeneous populations than congressional districts. A heterogeneous 

constituency presents a challenge to the senator as she attempts to represent an entire state.  

Historically the Senate was protected from public opinion, but that separation has eroded. 

The original constitutional framework for the Senate reflected opposition to popular democracy. 

Prior to 1917, senators were appointed by state legislatures rather than elected directly by the 

people of each state. The 17
th

 Amendment provided for direct election of senators by the citizens 

of each state. Despite the switch to direct election, the Senate hardly reflects a popular majority. 

Since senators represent states of unequal population, the minority party’s share of seats exceeds 
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the share it would receive under a population-based system (Lee and Oppenheimer 1997). 

Furthermore, staggered six-year terms for senators prevent sudden shifts in the chamber’s 

membership. While all House seats are up for election biennially, only one-third of Senate seats 

are up for election every two years. This structure encourages continuity in spite of shifts in 

popular opinion (Jacobson 2009). 

In recent decades, the closed, club-like atmosphere of the old Senate has given way to a 

more open, egalitarian body. Independent-minded activist senators chipped away at the Senate’s 

seniority system. Now each individual senator has considerable staff resources (Davidson, 

Oleszek and Lee 2008). In the opposite wing of the U.S. Capitol, the 435 voting members of the 

House operate under strict rules where authority resides with the leadership of the majority party. 

Meanwhile, the Senate not only tolerates but also promotes individualism. Unlike the House, the 

Senate has no special rules structuring debate or limiting amendments. Amendments in the 

Senate do not even have to be germane to the original bill. If anything, Senate rules provide an 

individual senator numerous opportunities to influence legislation. Consequently, senators have 

the ability to prolong debate and delay legislation. For example, the minority party in the Senate 

can filibuster legislation, subjecting it to an endless debate so that it cannot come to a vote. 

Senate Rule 22 requires a three-fifths majority in the Senate to invoke cloture and end a filibuster 

(Pearson 2008). 

Modern senators are highly visible public figures due to frequent media exposure. Most 

senators seek out media coverage. Senators, especially senators from large states, rely on the 

media to communicate with their constituents (Lee and Oppenheimer 1999). Since 1979, all 

action on the Senate floor has been broadcast on C-SPAN (Packer 2010). The development of 

the 24-hour new cycle only increased senators’ opportunities for media attention (Davidson, 
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Oleszek and Lee 2008). Senators attract more media coverage when they hold positions of 

institutional leadership (party leader, party whip, committee chair, etc.), mount a presidential 

candidacy, or engage in legislative activism (e.g. bill sponsorship or amendments). National 

media attention generally has a positive effect on a senator’s likability. However, increased 

media exposure comes at a risk. Senators who become associated with high-profile issues can 

alienate constituents with opposing views. The effect of media coverage varies with the cause of 

attention. Bill sponsorship tends to increase senators’ likability. In contrast, floor amendments 

tend to decrease a senator’s likability, perhaps because floor amendments associate the senator 

with conflict and controversy. While senators worry about the effects of media attention, few 

avoid press coverage (Sinclair 1990). 

The Senate has evolved substantially from its original form. A closed, seniority-based 

institution became a directly elected body where members crave media exposure. The Senate is 

differentiated from the House of Representatives by its small size, apportionment of members, 

and the amount of power it gives to each individual member. Senators’ high visibility and 

individualism provide the context for their partisan behavior. 

 

Political Parties in the Senate 

Political parties play a growing role in the U.S. Senate. Although party leaders have 

relatively few tools for maintaining party discipline, they exercise considerable influence. 

Despite senators’ individualism, senators increasingly vote along party lines (Pearson 2008).  

Prior to the 1990s, political parties in the U.S. Senate were fairly weak. Political parties 

were in decline nationally from the 1950s to the 1970s (Jacobson 2009). The weakness of 

political parties stemmed from their ideological diversity. In particular, the Democratic Party 
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included liberal members as well as many Southern conservatives. Partisan realignment of the 

South from a one-party system to a two-party system eventually yielded ideological homogeneity 

within the Democratic and Republican caucuses in the Senate and increased polarization between 

them. Poole and Rosenthal (2007, 318) observed, ―The collapse of the old southern Democratic 

Party has produced, for the first time in nearly sixty years, two sharply distinct political parties.‖ 

The election of President Ronald Reagan in 1980 clarified partisan divisions and increased party 

conflict. This in turn created a more polarized institution. The Senate is now the most polarized it 

has been since the 1890s (Poole and Rosenthal 2007). Due to partisan polarization, most 

Democrats in the Senate can be described as liberal while most Republicans can be described as 

conservative. Similarly, the Democratic position on a given issue is usually the more liberal 

position while the Republican position is usually the more conservative position. 

Party leaders in the U.S. Senate encounter a daunting challenge as they confront the 

individualism and visibility of the party caucus members. Disloyal senators receive more media 

attention when they break from the party than defectors on the House side. Although party 

loyalty is arguably more important in the Senate than in the House, Senate rules provide party 

leaders with fewer tools to command party loyalty. Nevertheless, the majority leader has some 

agenda control through the right of first recognition and scheduling power (Pearson 2008). In 

December 2009, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid (D-NV) used his scheduling power to keep 

the Senate in session through Christmas Eve to vote on health care reform (Pear 2009). Party 

leaders can punish members through the Senate’s arcane rules. Additionally, leaders have 

opportunities to reward loyalty. In final budget negotiations, leaders can decide which senators’ 

earmarks to include. Leaders also have some powers over committee assignment although 

committee assignment occurs mainly on the basis of seniority (Pearson 2008). 
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With few formalized mechanisms to promote party loyalty, party leaders try to create a 

culture of party loyalty. They attempt to build goodwill and common purpose among the rank-

and-file
1
. Party organizations in the Senate begin fostering party loyalty even before senators join 

the body. Political parties in the Senate, through their campaign committees and senators’ 

leadership PACs (political action committees), have an expanded role in the recruitment, 

training, and financing of Senate candidates. Once candidates are elected, the party caucuses 

dominate the socialization of the new members. Consequently, fewer friendships form across 

party lines in the current Senate than in earlier, less partisan Congresses (Davidson, Oleszek and 

Lee 2008). 

Despite the challenges that party leaders have in building common purpose in a chamber 

known for individualism, they have had success in their efforts. Party loyalty among senators has 

increased in recent years both in terms of roll-call voting and fundraising for fellow partisans 

(Pearson 2008). Parties have tremendous influence in how senators vote on legislation. 

Davidson, Oleszek, and Lee (2008, 284) claimed, ―The main way that members reach their 

voting decisions is to consult the views of their political party colleagues.‖ Party affiliation is the 

strongest correlate with voting decisions and that correlation has been increasing in recent years 

(Davidson, Oleszek and Lee 2008). 

Strong parties paired with Senate rules that foster individualism create a difficult 

legislative environment. For example, both parties routinely now use the threat of filibusters 

when they are in the minority to block confirmations and passage of bills. If a single senator is 

filibustering a bill, the Senate must take a cloture vote to proceed to a final passage vote. A 

                                                           
1
 To emphasize the issues with individualism that party leaders face, even the term ―rank-and-file‖ can be 

controversial. When I used it in an interview with a Senate staffer, she argued it cannot applied to U.S. senators. 

Unlike House members, each senator wields considerable influence in the legislative process thus the distinction 

between leadership and ordinary members is less stark. Senators without official titles can still persuade their 

colleagues. 
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cloture vote, which requires a three-fifths majority, ends debate on a bill. Senators and Senate 

observers generally accept that 60 votes – the number of required for cloture – are required for 

anything to pass in the Senate. Between 1919 and 1971, there was less than one cloture vote per 

year. In the next four decades, the number skyrocketed, reaching 120 in the 110
th

 Congress 

(Packer 2010). This 60-vote threshold only intensifies the necessity for party loyalty within the 

party caucuses. Assuming the majority has less than 60 members, it needs every single member 

on board plus a few members of the minority to overcome a filibuster. The minority party needs 

its members to sustain the filibuster. Polarization of the Senate has both strengthened political 

parties and increased their importance.  

 

Running for Reelection 

Once in office, senators usually want to remain in office. Mayhew (2004, 5) characterized 

legislators in Congress as ―single-minded seekers of reelection.‖ Indeed, senators’ policy goals 

and desires for advancement rely on ongoing service in Senate. As a senator’s tenure lengthens, 

she achieves seniority, which is a prerequisite for party and committee leadership positions 

(Davidson, Oleszek and Lee 2008). When senators seek reelection, incumbency serves as both an 

advantage and disadvantage. Incumbents benefit from name recognition and existing 

relationships with constituents. Meanwhile, their records can become fodder for their opponents. 

Senate elections are generally more competitive than House races. Since states serve as 

the electoral units, senators’ constituencies cannot be gerrymandered to create a partisan 

advantage. Senators must build diverse constituent groups into a winning coalition. Meanwhile, 

the larger size of the constituency makes it more difficult for senators to maintain personal 

relationships with constituents (Jacobson 2009). Senators from more populous states face a 
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particular challenge. As a result, senators from more populous states tend to have narrower 

margins of victory (Lee and Oppenheimer 1997). In addition, senators have six years between 

elections. Without the constant pressure of an upcoming election faced by House members, 

senators can become detached from their constituents. When the election approaches, a senator 

may find that she has to rebuild her electoral coalition almost from scratch. Unlike House 

incumbents, incumbent senators usually face formidable opponents. In fact, two-thirds of recent 

challengers in recent Senate races had previously held some sort of elected office (Jacobson 

2009).  

The competitiveness of an incumbent’s bid for reelection depends largely on the quality 

of the challenger. Quality challengers have high public profiles, strong campaign skills, and the 

ability to raise large amounts of money. These attributes often coincide. Challengers with higher 

public profiles and strong campaign skills can more easily raise the money necessary to mount 

an effective campaign (Squire 1992). Controlling for campaign money, a high public profile and 

strong campaign skills boost a challenger’s chances at victory. Squire (1992) measured a 

candidate’s profile through weighting different elected offices and measured campaign skills by 

compiling reports from various campaigns. Both have significant positive effects on a 

challenger’s final vote total. 

While quality challengers make for competitive campaigns, the strongest potential 

challenger often declines to run against an incumbent senator. Jacobson (2009, 42) explained, 

―Politically skilled and ambitious nonincumbents follow rational career strategies.‖ Because 

career politicians already have public profiles and experience running for office, they make the 

strongest challengers to incumbent senators. However, career politicians will not seek higher 

office when the chances of electoral success seem low. Instead, the incumbent senator may face 
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a less experienced candidate. In effect, appearing invulnerable reduces the incumbent’s 

vulnerability since it discourages potential challengers from entering the race (Jacobson 2009). 

Nevertheless, senators are more likely than House incumbents to face quality challengers. 

Senate elections tend to be candidate-centered, and this benefits incumbents. Most 

incumbent senators succeed in bids for reelection. From 1946 to 2006, 79 percent of incumbent 

senators who sought reelection won. In that same period, 4.7 percent of incumbent senators lost 

in primary elections and 16.3 percent lost in general elections. However, the reelection rate for 

incumbents varies greatly across election years (Jacobson 2009). 

An incumbent senator’s campaign strategy consists of maintaining support and 

diminishing opposition. She tries to maintain relationships with various constituent groups that 

can survive the inevitable misstep while in office. Even if certain groups will never support the 

incumbent, she is better off if they are less mobilized in opposition to her. Therefore, incumbents 

take steps to placate potentially hostile groups. Incumbents must be wary of challengers in both 

the primary election and general election. Criticism from a serious primary challenger can have 

consequences in the general election as it may erode an incumbent’s base of support in the 

general election (Abramowitz 1988). Senators are extremely cautious of challengers. Jacobson 

(2009, 100) observed, ―Because of uncertainty, members tend to exaggerate electoral threats and 

overreact to them. They are inspired by worse-case scenarios – what would they have to do to 

win if everything went wrong? – rather than objective probabilities.‖  

Successful challengers make voters aware of their virtues and of the incumbent’s 

shortcomings. Challengers try to cast incumbents as out-of-touch with voters. They criticize 

incumbents as being too liberal or too conservative. To make these arguments, challengers may 

attack specific roll-call votes or identify a pattern of ideological or partisan voting. Moreover, 
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they try to associate incumbents with unpopular policies and politicians in the incumbent’s party, 

essentially nationalizing the statewide race. Republican challengers applied such a strategy in 

1994 and 2010; Democratic challengers applied it in 2006 and 2008. Parties have become more 

of an issue in Senate races over time as the parties have become more ideologically polarized. 

The ideological reputation of the incumbent’s party can lend plausibility to a challenger’s claim 

that the incumbent is an ideological extremist even if she has a moderate voting record (Jacobson 

2009).  

Media is part of the modern Senate campaign. With states as the constituencies, Senate 

campaigns can often use television ads to efficiently reach voters. Direct mail and internet 

presence are also important components of the campaign (Jacobson 2009). Coverage by the news 

media influences perceptions of the candidates. An election creates a media environment with 

increased information about the incumbent senator. If the incumbent is in a fairly uncompetitive 

Senate campaign, the coverage can actually boost constituents’ opinion of their senator because 

the information in low-key races is generally positive. Basically, an incumbent is given the 

opportunity to remind her constituents about all the beneficial work that she does. In contrast, 

competitive campaigns generate negative information about the incumbent senator, damaging 

constituent opinion (Sinclair 1990). 

Political parties inject significant financial resources into competitive Senate campaigns. 

The Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee (DSCC) and the National Republican 

Senatorial Committee (NRSC) funnel millions of dollars into the most competitive Senate 

elections. In 2006, national party spending accounted for roughly 20 percent of the cost of each 

competitive Senate campaign. Each party mainly funded attack ads against the other party’s 

candidate (Jacobson 2009). 
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Elections and Representation 

Constituency and electoral pressures affect how a senator represents her state. Since most 

senators seek to remain in the Senate, they choose positions that will not damage their chances at 

reelection. They avoid positions that will alienate voters or provide ammunition for challengers’ 

campaigns. 

The statement that senators adopt positions because of electoral pressures relies on an 

assumption that constituents form judgments based on a senator’s legislative record and that such 

judgments affect how constituents vote. Numerous public opinion surveys cast doubt on 

Americans’ political knowledge. In one survey, only 30 percent of respondents could name the 

two U.S. senators representing their state. Nevertheless, Americans seem to have general ideas 

about political issues even when they cannot recall specific facts (Delli Carpini and Keeter 

1996). Despite seemingly low levels of political knowledge in the electorate, Wright and 

Berkman (1986) observed, ―Voters act as though they are policy oriented.‖ Voters may not know 

a senator’s specific votes, but they have a fairly accurate view of senator’s overall record. 

Indeed, a senator’s ideological reputation among the electorate corresponds to the senator’s 

voting record in Congress (Erikson 1990). 

Senators’ voting records may reflect certain constituents’ preferences, but a state’s 

electorate contains heterogeneous views. Since a senator cannot represent the views of every 

voter, which subset of voters does the senator represent? Downs (1957) posited that a rational 

politician would adopt the positions held by the median voter. While theoretically appealing, the 

median voter theorem fails to describe the senators’ actual behavior. Senators vote 

overwhelmingly with their party. In most elections, Democratic and Republican candidates have 
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differentiated positions. One alternative to the median voter theorem is the two constituencies 

thesis in which the two candidates in a campaign offer divergent platforms to appeal to their 

respective bases. This implies that the voters supporting the incumbent evaluate her relative to 

the platform of her party (Schmidt, Kenny and Morton 1996). Considering senators’ partisan 

voting patterns, the two constituencies thesis seems like a better description of how senators 

currently behave. 

When senators cast votes, they are constrained by voters’ reactions. Senators are aware 

that any vote may be used against them in the next election thus they strive to cast explainable 

votes. The senator must provide strong reasoning for her position, especially if the vote angers 

important groups in her coalition. Very rarely does a single ―wrong‖ vote damage an incumbent, 

but a pattern of votes against constituency opinion fuels claims that the incumbent is 

ideologically mismatched to the state and should be replaced (Jacobson 2009). Legislators have 

some leeway to pursue their own ideological preferences over constituent opinion, but 

―ideological shirking‖ reduces the legislator’s security in office. Interestingly, retiring 

representatives deviate more from constituent opinion after deciding to quit political office. This 

supports the notion that running for reelection acts as a constraint on a legislator (Zupan 1990). 

Wright and Berkman (1986) found that incumbents running for reelection express more 

moderate positions than incumbents not under electoral pressure. In senators’ roll-call votes, 

differences in party unity scores between senators seeking reelection and not seeking reelection 

suggest senators under electoral pressure try to moderate their votes in order to avoid alienating 

voters (Carson 2008). 

Typically senators are ideologically compatible with their constituents. As a result, a 

senator’s ideology can prevent deviation from constituent opinion (Lott 1987). A senator can 
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simultaneously vote in line with her constituents (or at least those in her electoral coalition) and 

vote for what she believes in. When a senator deviates from the median voter position, she 

almost always moves in the direction of her electoral base (Uslaner 1999). Almost every 

Democratic senator is more liberal than the state she represents; almost every Republican is more 

conservative. However, Republican senators from the most conservative states are close to their 

states’ mean positions. Similarly, Democratic senators from the most liberal states are close to 

their states’ mean positions (Erikson 1990). Senators from more polarized states are not punished 

for ideological behavior because they are in fact voting in line with their constituency (Carson 

2008). 

Election results justify senators’ responsiveness to the views of their constituents. 

Schmidt, Kenny and Morton (1996) concluded that a senator who deviated more from her state 

party’s position (i.e. the position of her electoral base) was less likely to win reelection. Carson 

(2008) found that the effect of a senator’s ideological extremity on election results depends on 

the senator’s underlying constituency. In other words, a senator can act in a partisan manner as 

long as the partisan behavior reflects constituents’ views. A senator is only punished for partisan 

behavior when constituents do not share her views. 

 

View from the Hill: Perspectives from Senate Staffers 

Existing literature portrays a Senate defined by the individualism of its members and the 

growing influence of political parties. Electoral pressures may cause a senator to deviate from his 

party. Meanwhile, party leaders provide incentives for senators display party loyalty. 

To provide additional insight on how senators balance individual goals, partisan 

pressures, and electoral pressures, I interviewed two senior Senate staffers. I conducted an hour-
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long interview with each staffer in fall 2010. Both interviewees have worked for Democratic 

senators in positions such as legislative assistant, legislative director, and chief of staff. In the 

course of their work, these staffers have advised senators on legislative as well as political issues. 

Together the staffers have over twenty years of Capitol Hill experience. Staffer A worked for a 

Democratic senator during the 1990s. Staffer B has worked for multiple Democratic senators 

over the past decade. In these interviews, the staffers provided an inside look at a Senate office, 

explained the decision-making process for legislative behavior, reviewed the role of parties in the 

Senate, and discussed electoral pressures. 

 

The Senate Office 

Each senator relies on a cadre of staffers. A senator’s staff works out of a DC office as 

well as offices in the senator’s home state. On average, a senator employs 30 to 35 full-time 

staffers though that number varies by state and senator. The DC offices are spread throughout 

three Senate office buildings on Constitution Avenue, northeast of the U.S. Capitol. Davidson, 

Oleszek and Lee (2008, 145) noted the variance among these offices: ―Each is shaped by the 

personality, interests, constituency, and politics of the individual legislator.‖ Staffers A and B 

described the typical compostion of the office and common staff roles. 

A Senate office has legislative, administrative, scheduling, and communications staff. In 

general, each of these four divisions has a director with one or two tiers of staff below. For 

instance, the legislative staff generally consists of a legislative director, legislative assistants, and 

legislative correspondents, though the exact titles vary from office to office. The legislative 

director manages the legislative staff and serves as a principal adviser to the senator on 

legislative matters. Legislative assistants are specialists in specific issue areas. Often they have 
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law degrees or graduate degrees in fields specific to their policy areas. Legislative assistants draft 

legislation, attend committee hearings, and provide counsel. Legislative correspondents draft 

letters to constituents on legislative issues and assist the legislative assistants. 

The chief of staff oversees all parts of the senator’s organization. The chief of staff is also 

the most inherently political staff position. Staffer B summarized the chief of staff’s job as 

getting the senator reelected. Staffer A noted that as the election approaches the chief of staff 

becomes the organizational leader over not only the senator’s DC and state offices but also the 

senator’s campaigns. Senate campaigns may employ a strategy person, a media consultant, a 

communications consultant, and pollsters. In one instance, the chief of staff ended up mediating 

the conflicts between the campaign’s consultants. 

Almost all Senate staffers are keenly aware of elections. Elections are especially 

important to staffers the more senior they are, said Staffer B. Returning to the example of the 

legislative staff, the legislative director must keep the senator aware of political analysis while 

advising on legislative issues. Legislative assistants do not necessarily need to worry about the 

senator’s election, but they know the politics within their issue areas (e.g. positions of major 

interest groups and constituent groups). In contrast, legislative correspondents do not have to 

think about the election in the course of their work. Their job is to accurately communicate the 

senator’s position as well as help with research and other legislative tasks. 

When a senator makes decisions and encounters various pressures, his staffers process 

the information. The senator himself is best understood as the leader of a small, multi-faceted 

organization. Throughout this thesis, I refer to the individual senator, but it should be understood 

that ―senator‖ usually means a senator as well as his staff. 
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The Decision-Making Process 

As senators make decisions regarding their legislative behavior, they balance ideological 

and electoral considerations. Staffer A noted that a senator’s vote should be consistent with his 

values but that the senator must also consider if it will become an issue in his reelection. 

Similarly, Staffer B presented two questions a senator should take into account when deciding on 

a particular roll-call vote: 1) Is it good policy? 2) Is it good politics?  

Whether something constitutes ―good policy‖ largely depends on the senator’s values and 

ideology. Senators and staff judge if the policy is morally right. Is it a smart investment? Will the 

senator’s vote help or hurt the state? According to Staffer A, this is not always a clear-cut 

decision. Especially when considering major reform legislation (e.g. health care reform or 

welfare reform), a senator will not agree with everything in the bill. A senator may like 70 

percent of the bill and dislike 30 percent. Sometimes the split is even closer. In the tough cases, 

the final criterion in Staffer A’s office was whether the senator agreed with the overall policy 

framework. Was overall aim of bill consistent with the senator’s values? Would it be good for 

the state? 

Beyond value-based judgments, senators must take politics in account. Staffer B 

observed that senators encounter two levels of politics: electoral politics and internal Senate 

politics. With regard to electoral politics, a senator considers whether a vote will threaten his 

chances at reelection or diminish his overall level of support. A senator and his staff must be able 

to explain why he voted in a certain way. When Staffer A considered how to advise her senator 

on a vote, the first question she asked herself was ―How are we going to talk about this?‖ The 

staff tries to anticipate the response of important constituent groups. 
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Internal Senate politics deal with the dynamics between senators. ―The Senate is a long-

term institution,‖ said Staffer B. Senators help out colleagues who have helped them in the past. 

Therefore, a senator must be aware of how a vote may impact his relationships with his 

colleagues. More succinctly, ―Who will the vote piss off?‖ Internal politics come to the forefront 

during the appropriations process. Senators routinely support projects that do not benefit their 

home states because opposing another senator’s project is bad internal politics, especially if the 

senator needs his colleagues’ support for his own projects. However, Staffer B cautioned against 

labeling this dynamic quid pro quo. Instead, he called it an ―ongoing pattern of trying to build 

workable relationships.‖ While quid pro quo might imply a simple exchange of votes, senators 

help each other in vaguer, more indirect ways.  

Once a bill reaches a roll-call vote on the Senate floor, ―You are forced to vote one way 

or the other,‖ said Staffer B. However, senators can express support for a bill earlier in the 

legislative process. For instance, senators can become cosponsors of a bill. Since cosponsorship 

is a stronger expression of support, Senate offices have a higher threshold for cosponsorship than 

for a simple ―yea‖ vote. Staffer B listed four possible justifications for cosponsorship. First, the 

senator may have a preexisting interest in the issue. Second, the measure may be important to 

major constituencies in the state. Third, consponsorship may be an imperative because of internal 

Senate politics. Fourth, the measure might just be the right thing to do. If none of the first three 

justifications apply, the standard for the ―right thing‖ justification is that much higher.  

A senator’s legislative behavior contributes to his overall reputation. Staffer A 

emphasized that roll-call votes should serve a senator’s ―brand integrity.‖ Votes should be 

consistent with the senator’s campaign promises as well as his policy and voting history. Even if 

a vote is unpopular with certain constituents, an individual vote may be forgiven if it reinforces 
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the senator’s overall brand. Accordingly, there must be a compelling rationale if a vote is going 

to deviate from the senator’s previous history.  

Ultimately, the decision-making process depends on senator. Staffer A described her 

senator as driven by an ―internal compass.‖ However, she noted that his decision-making process 

is not reflective of all senators. As Staffer B has worked in different offices, he has seen senators 

strike different balances between ideological and political considerations. For a senior senator, 

internal politics were a major consideration. In contrast, a newer senator was mainly concerned 

with what made for good policy. 

 

The Role of Parties 

Political parties are a dominating part of a senator’s career. The Senate is organized 

around parties. However, the source of the party’s power is largely cultural. Senators receive 

pressure from their party leaders as well as their partisan colleagues. Parties play a central role in 

what Staffer A termed the Senate’s ―implicitly understood incentive structure.‖  

Senators understand that party loyalty is essential for moving up the ranks of the Senate. 

Staffer A specifically mentioned how advancement in the Senate’s committee structure 

incentivizes party loyalty. From the start of a senator’s service, he encounters partisan pressures. 

Senior members of the party caucus appeal to new members with the idea of becoming ―Senate 

insiders.‖ Senators socialize with their fellow partisans at weekly lunches held by each party 

caucus when the Senate is in session. Each caucus also has an annual retreat.  

Parties influence senators’ votes in multiple ways. Parties serve as a major source of 

information for senators and their offices. Staffer B described the Democratic Policy Committee
2
 

as a ―conduit of information,‖ providing research and reports to Democratic members. On roll-

                                                           
2
 Both parties have had policy committees since 1947 (Democratic Policy Committee 2010). 
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call votes, the majority leader or the relevant committee chair conveys the majority party’s 

position ahead of time. Similarly, the minority leader or the committee’s ranking member states 

the minority party’s position. Prior to the vote, whipping takes place. Whipping is the process of 

persuading senators to take the party position as expressed by the party leader or top committee 

member. Whipping can occur at various levels. At the lowest level, one of the party leader’s staff 

shoots off an email to the other Senate offices. If more pressure is required, senators may be 

approached on a personal basis. By the time a bill comes to a floor vote for final passage, any 

partisan pressures have already been applied to each senator. Accordingly, the result of a final 

passage vote is rarely a surprise. 

Beyond party and committee leaders, senators try to influence one another. Staffer B 

commented, ―Members are highly malleable on the floor.‖ Between votes, senators mill about on 

the Senate floor talking to one another. During this time, a senator may present an intellectual 

argument to his colleagues to bring other senators on board with his position. Floor pressure is 

especially in play with amendments, which can arise unexpectedly. Senators from the same state 

tend to watch each other’s votes. A state’s senior senator may have some influence over the 

junior senator. Senators may also encourage pressure on their colleagues from external sources 

such as interest groups and the media.  Senators may push editorials and grassroots campaigns in 

a colleague’s home state to pressure that colleague on an issue. These individual efforts can 

complement the party’s whipping operation. 

The level of influence a senator commands depends on the friendship and trust between 

him and his colleagues. Since party leaders in the Senate have little intrinsic authority, they must 

build loyalty within their caucus. Staffer A noted that Democratic leaders George Mitchell (D-

ME) and Tom Daschle (D-SD) were effective because they earned respect from the caucus 
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members. Strong party leaders take a senator’s situation into account before asking him to take a 

difficult vote. As a result, the senator understands the importance when the party leader or party 

whip calls and says, ―I really need you on this.‖ 

How aggressively party leaders pressure a senator depends on if the party needs that 

senator’s vote to win, said Staffer A. Increasingly, party leaders have pressured senators on 

procedural votes such as cloture as well as more substantive votes. According to Staffer A, the 

approach to procedural votes has changed mainly for the minority party. Where procedural votes 

used to go unnoticed, the minority can now turn opposition on a cloture vote into a political 

opportunity. Staffer B commented that cloture used to be an internal Senate procedure: ―People 

did not worry that their cloture vote would come back to hurt them politically.‖ Senators almost 

always voted with their party on cloture. Both staffers attributed the blurred distinction between 

procedural and substantive votes to the emergence of the 24-hour news cycle. As Staffer B 

observed, voting for cloture in this media climate has become tantamount to voting for passage. 

While it may seem like parties should be weak in the Senate, Staffer B said it is very hard 

to break with the party position. In general, a senator’s party leader and partisan colleagues 

expect the senator to vote with the party. The majority leader and committee chair have 

considerable power, and they can make a senator’s life miserable if they feel crossed. Staffer A 

commented that there exists a norm in the Senate that a senator must give leadership advance 

notice before voting against the party. Senators receive ostracism for voting against the party, 

especially if they have failed to provide warning. 

The partisan obligations of a senator extend beyond roll-call voting. Party members must 

fundraise for their party and their partisan colleagues. Staffer A mentioned that each Democratic 

senator has a specified dollar amount that they must raise for the Democratic Senatorial 
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Campaign Committee (DSCC). Staffer B noted that senators are encouraged to make direct 

donations to other senator’s campaigns, create leadership PACs, speak at fundraising events, and 

help with fundraising for state party organizations. Senators campaign for their partisan 

colleagues and stump for politicians in other elected offices. They help cultivate ideologically 

supportive organizations (e.g. Democrats bolster progressive groups). Additionally, caucus 

members are expected to act as ―opinion leaders.‖ Senators give floor speeches in the Senate that 

contribute to the party message. They appear on talk shows and give interviews to media venues 

on behalf of the party. 

The party caucus’s expectations for party loyalty from a specific senator vary with the 

senator’s situation. Staffer B commented that Senator Ben Nelson (D-NE) is excused for 

displaying little party loyalty since he is from a Republican-dominated state. Nelson still votes 

for the organizing resolution that allows Democrats to be in the majority. Staffer A observed how 

partisan behavior depends on a senator’s ambition. Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY) excelled at 

fundraising and eventually became head of the DSCC. In contrast, Senator Bernie Sanders
3
 (I-

VT) makes little effort to move up the ranks of the Senate. Accordingly, he engages in fewer 

partisan activities, yet he still assists in DSCC fundraising efforts. Senator Jeff Bingaman (D-

NM) participates in policy development as an expert on energy policy but has a low public 

profile. These differences speak to the individualism in the Senate. ―Everyone does their own 

thing,‖ said Staffer B. In the Senate, individualism and influential political parties coexist. 

 

Electoral Pressures 

The next election has never been far from either staffer’s mind. Both staffers described 

themselves as very aware of the next election as they worked for their respective senators. Staffer 

                                                           
3
 Although Senator Sanders is nominally an independent, he caucuses with Democrats in the Senate.  
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A called reelection an elected official’s ―most concrete performance measurement‖ – the 

ultimate signal of constituents’ approval or disapproval. For a Senate office, it is the 

consideration ―that drives everything.‖  

Campaign season lasts for 14 to 16 months, but a senator and his staff are aware of the 

next election throughout the six-year term. Staffer B said that he was ―hyper-aware‖ of the next 

election despite it being years away. However, he tries not to let his concerns change how he 

advises his senator. When Staffer A’s senator tracked political trends, his staff gathered 

information from the senator’s campaign manager, local officials, and chiefs of staff in the 

state’s House delegation. In addition, staffers watched media sources. Staffer A concentrated on 

the local political climate. National trends, she said, can make you worry about the wrong thing.  

Staffer A described her office’s ―base-plus strategy‖ for building relationships with 

communities across the senator’s home state. The Democratic senator’s office ―consciously built 

a record with more traditionally conservative constituencies.‖ While this was partially motivated 

by the next election, it was also part of caring for the whole state. Her office found ways to 

deliver for these constituencies in ways that were still consistent with the senator’s overall 

vision. The office reached out to small business owners; it hired a staffer to specifically work on 

veterans’ issues. When election season arrived, the senator had allies in these communities. 

How a senator responds to the pressure of an election depends on who that senator is and 

the legacy he hopes to leave. His response also reflects how much margin he has. Some members 

will do the politically expedient thing, commented Staffer B. Staffer A cited specific examples. 

In the 1990s, electoral considerations affected some senators’ votes on welfare reform. Some 

Democratic senators wanted to vote against the bill but felt they could not because of their 

political situation. More recently, some Democratic senators running for reelection in 2010 
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preferred not to be seen with President Obama. Majority Leader Harry Reid’s statement against 

the Islamic community center near Ground Zero serves as a blatant example of electoral 

pressures affecting a senator’s behavior.  

As Staffer A discussed the influence of elections on senators’ votes, I raised the question 

of whether voters pay attention to these votes. Staffer A did not believe that voters were very 

aware of a senator’s individual votes, at least in the 1990s. A senator’s opponent might bring up 

a vote during the campaign, but people were generally unaware of votes even on fairly 

substantial measures such as appropriations. Nevertheless, senators and staffers think about the 

election when considering how to vote. Staffers can be excessively cautious about the electoral 

consequences of a given vote, imagining possible attack ads against the senator before the vote 

takes place. 

I concluded each interview by asking each staffer to assess whether concern about the 

next election improves or impairs a senator’s service. ―It does both,‖ said Staffer B. ―Because of 

that election, I care about what [the senator’s constituents] care about.... I push harder because of 

that election.‖ Elections encourage responsiveness. Some senior members who no longer have to 

worry about reelection seem to care less about what their constituents think. Due to pressure of 

the next election, Staffer B declared that any vote his senator takes against state opinion has to be 

a ―principled, careful, deliberative choice.‖ While responsiveness to constituents is a positive 

result, the Senate often sacrifices good policy because of elections. Elections themselves are 

becoming a larger burden on senators. Fundraising now occurs in all six years of a senator’s term 

and the length of the campaign season is increasing. 

Staffer A agreed that, to the extent that thinking about the election causes a senator to 

care about constituents, it is good. However, she worried that the 24-hour news cycle, the 
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skyrocketing cost of elections, and the increase in heated rhetoric negatively impacts the 

legislative process. She expressed concern about ―the nature of our politics‖ currently, explaining 

that the current environment discourages politicians from tackling difficult issues. As a result, 

the Senate fails to address the nation’s biggest challenges.  

  

Senate Elections and Party Loyalty (1992-2008) 

Carson (2008) found that party loyalty did not have a negative effect on a senator’s 

success in seeking reelection. Senators may vote with their parties consistently but still win 

reelections with wide margins. Given that senators tend to be ideologically well-matched with 

their constituencies, lack of a negative relationship should be unsurprising. Indeed, a negative 

relationship would imply that voters punish their senator for representing their views. 

In the following analysis, I flip the direction of causality. Instead of examining how party 

loyalty affects the closeness of an election, I examine how the competitiveness of an election 

affects a senator’s party loyalty. To be more precise, I examine how the expectation of a 

competitive election affects a senator’s party loyalty in roll-call voting. The distinction between 

the closeness of an election and the competitiveness of an election is important. Predicting party 

loyalty in roll-call votes with a measure of the closeness of the election, such as the final vote 

margin, does not make theoretical sense. Senators cannot observe the actual closeness of an 

election when casting roll-call votes before the election. However, they can have expectations of 

how competitive the election will be and make decisions based on those expectations. 

Existing literature and my interviews with Senate staffers both suggest that the 

competiveness of an incumbent senator’s upcoming election affects the senator’s party loyalty in 
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the Senate. In this section, I quantify that effect by examining roll-call votes from 1987 to 2008 

and Senate elections from 1992 to 2008. 

 

Hypotheses 

Party leaders and partisan colleagues reward a senator for party loyalty and punish her for 

disloyalty. Since a senator depends on the party and relationships with Senate colleagues to 

achieve her policy goals and advance within the Senate, she has incentives to display party 

loyalty. These partisan incentives may be counteracted by electoral pressures. Since most 

senators desire reelection, they respond to electoral threats. A senator’s challenger may attempt 

to cast the incumbent senator as too partisan or too ideologically extreme. If the senator 

perceives the electoral threat as serious, she may moderate her voting record to avoid alienating 

constituents. In other words, a senator may display less party loyalty if she expects a competitive 

election. 

As the election approaches, a senator develops a clearer sense of how competitive her 

campaign will be. She learns who his challenger will be during the last two years of her term. 

Her information and expectations regarding the election become more complete as she 

approaches Election Day. 

Senators of both parties have incentives for party loyalty. In addition, both Democrats 

and Republicans can face competitive elections. Therefore, Democratic and Republican senators 

encounter similar tradeoffs between partisan incentives and electoral pressures as they decide 

whether or not to be loyal to their respective parties. 

Based on these premises, I have developed the following hypotheses: 

1. Electoral competitiveness has a negative effect on a senator’s party loyalty. 
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2. The effect of electoral competitiveness becomes stronger toward the end of a 

senator’s six-year term. 

3. The effect of electoral competitiveness on party loyalty is the same for 

Democratic and Republican senators. 

 

Data and Method 

To assess party loyalty, I have collected senators’ party unity scores from 1987 to 2008 as 

computed by Congressional Quarterly (CQ). A party unity score records the percentage of party-

line votes in which a senator votes with her party. A party-line vote is any vote where a majority 

of senators in one party votes against a majority of senators in the other party. These votes can be 

procedural votes (e.g. cloture votes) or substantive votes (e.g. final passage of a bill). 

While party unity scores provide a strong measure of party loyalty in a single year, the 

increasing partisan polarization of the U.S. Senate presents a problem for measurement over 

time. In 1988 the mean party unity score among Republicans was below 70, but in 2003 it spiked 

Figure 1. Mean Party Unity Scores by Party 
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to 94. Party unity scores in both parties display an upward trend over the 1987-2008 period. 

Additionally, party unity scores vary by party. Figure 1 displays the variation in party unity 

scores over time and between parties. 

To control for differences between the parties and the increasing partisan polarization, I 

have divided each senator’s party unity score by the mean party unity score among senators of 

the same party in that year. This calculation generates a senator’s ―party unity ratio.‖ If a 

senator’s party unity ratio is 1, she had the mean party unity score
4
 among senators of the same 

party in that year. If a senator’s party unity ratio is greater than 1, the senator’s party unity score 

was above average among senators of the same party in that year. If a senator’s party unity ratio 

is less than 1, the senator’s party unity score was below average among senators of the same 

party in that year (i.e. the senator demonstrated relatively less party loyalty than other senators). 

These ratios simplify comparison across years and parties. For instance, Senator Dianne 

Feinstein (D-CA) had a party unity score of 91 in 1999 and Senator Pat Roberts (R-KS) had a 

party unity score of 87 in 2008. Given the mean party unity score in each party in 1999 and 

2008, both Feinstein’s 1999 party unity score and Roberts’s 2008 party unity score convert to a 

party unity ratio of 1.00. Although their raw scores differ, both senators displayed similar levels 

of party loyalty relative to the rest of their partisan colleagues in those votes took place. 

I have measured competitiveness of Senate elections with the race ratings published by 

Congressional Quarterly in late October preceding each election. While actual election results 

indicate the competitiveness of a Senate race, I am interested in how competitive a Senate race 

was expected to be, not in how competitive it ultimately was. CQ makes its predictions based on 

                                                           
4
 The mean party unity scores that I have used for computing party unity ratios differ slightly from those reported by 

Congressional Quarterly. CQ weights the party average on senators’ participation rates in party unity votes. I have 

simply calculated the arithmetical mean without weighting. Using the arithmetical mean implies that the mean party 

unity ratio is 1, which provides for easier interpretation of the party unity ratio. 
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information such as polling data, state voting history, campaign spending, and challenger quality. 

These are among the indicators senators and staff may observe preceding an election. Therefore, 

race ratings should be a suitable proxy for a senator’s perception of her race’s competitiveness. 

CQ divides Senate races into seven categories
5
: Safe Democratic, Democrat Favored, 

Leans Democratic, Tossup, Leans Republican, Republican Favored, and Safe Republican. I have 

consolidated the seven categories into two categories: safe and competitive. The safe category 

includes the Safe Democratic/Republican and Democrat/Republican Favored categories. The 

competitive category includes CQ’s Leans Democratic/Republican and Tossup categories. In this 

model, I am only interested in races with incumbents running thus I have not included race 

ratings for open seats in my dataset. In the event that an incumbent was favored to lose (i.e. CQ 

rated the challenger as ―favored‖), I have still placed that senator’s race in the competitive 

category. I have only categorized a race as safe if the incumbent is safe. 

Usually CQ race ratings align with the final election results but not always. Candidates 

can win with large margins although CQ predicted the race would be close. In 1998, CQ rated 

Senator Barbara Boxer’s (D-CA) race as a tossup, but she won by ten percentage points. 

Alternatively, candidates expected to cruise to victory may end up in tight races. For instance, 

just weeks before the 1992 Senate election CQ rated Senator Wyche Fowler Jr. (D-GA) as 

favored to win. However, Fowler failed to win a majority on Election Day as required by 

Georgia law. He then lost to Republican challenger Paul Coverdell in the runoff election that 

followed. In my dataset, Boxer’s race is categorized as competitive while Fowler’s is categorized 

as safe because I measure expectations of competitiveness, not final election results. 

                                                           
5
 The names of CQ’s categories have changed during 1992-2008 period. For instance, the Tossup category was 

called ―no clear favorite‖ in the 1990s. However, the number of categories and their general descriptions remained 

the same from 1992 to 2008. 
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The number of competitive races varies by the senator’s party and the election year (see 

Table 1). In both 1994 and 2008, nine incumbent senators faced competitive elections. In 

contrast, only two senators faced competitive elections in 2004. In several years, one party was at 

a particular disadvantage. Democratic incumbents disproportionately faced competitive races in 

1994 and 1998. Republican incumbents disproportionately faced competitive races in 2000, 

2006, and 2008. 

Using a linear model, I have regressed senators’ party unity ratios (PURi,j for senator i 

where j is an index for the year of the senator’s six-year term) on electoral competiveness (a 

dummy variable called Competitive with senators in competitive races coded as 1 and senators in 

safe races coded as 0). The resulting equation (Model 1) for a senator i in year j of her term is: 

PURi,j = βj,0 + βj,1 * Competitivei + εi,j  (1)  . 

I have pooled all senators who served for full six-year terms during the 1987-2008 period 

into a single dataset, excluding senators who served for partial terms
6
 or who did not seek 

                                                           
6
 Senators may serve only partial terms due to retirement, death, or the resulting appointments. Senator Frank 

Murkowski (R-AK) retired from the Senate when elected Governor of Alaska and appointed Lisa Murkowski (R-

AK) to his Senate seat. Senator Craig Thomas (R-WY) died while in office and Senator John Barrasso (R-WY) was 

appointed to serve the remainder of that term. Since Frank Murkowski and Craig Thomas did not serve six-year 

terms in these cases, these terms are excluded from the regression. 

Table 1. Incumbent senator’s races for reelection by party and competiveness 

 Competitive Races Safe Races 

Year D R D R 

1992 3 4 12 6 

1994 6 3 7 6 

1996 4 4 3 7 

1998 6 2 8 11 

2000 1 6 9 11 

2002 4 2 8 13 

2004 1 1 13 10 

2006 2 5 12 8 

2008 1 8 11 8 
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reelection. During this period, each of the Senate’s three classes was up for election three times. I 

have completed six separate regressions – one for each year of a senator’s six-year term. The 

first regression includes only party unity ratios from the first year of each senator’s term. The 

second includes ratios from the second year, and so on. 

I have run each of the six regressions again with two additional variables to control for 

party-specific effects. The dummy variable Party records a senator’s political party. Democratic 

senators are coded 1 and Republican senators are coded 0. Competitive*Party is an interaction 

variable calculated by multiplying the value of Competitive and the value of Party for each 

senator. The equation (Model 2) for a senator i in year j of her term is: 

PURi,j = βj,0 + βj,1 * Competitivei + βj,2 * Partyi + βj,3 * Competitivei*Partyi + εi,j    (2)  . 

 

Results 

In Model 1, electoral competitiveness had a negative effect on the party unity ratio in all 

six years. However, this effect was only significant in the last two years of a senator’s term. 

Table 2 reports the results of the six regressions under Model 1
7
. 

The constant term in each regression under Model 1 is the mean party unity score among 

safe incumbents. The constant term changes across the six years. It peaks at 1.038 in the second 

year then falls to 0.996 by the sixth and final year. In the second year of their terms, senators 

considered electorally safe vote with their party almost 4 percent more than their fellow 

partisans, but in the last year of a safe incumbent’s term her party unity score is around the 

                                                           
7
 The regressions in the first and second years have two fewer observations than the other regressions. This is due to 

party switching following the 1994 election. Senators Richard Shelby (AL) and Ben Nighthorse Campbell (CO) 

switched from the Democratic Party to the Republican Party. Both senators were entering the third year of their 

terms. I excluded the party unity scores from two years preceding the party switch but retained the scores following 

the switch. Both senators had party unity scores close to the Republican average following their switch. Senator Jim 

Jefford (VT) switched from the Republican caucus to the Democratic in 2001, but I consider him a Democrat for the 

entire term since he switched caucuses during the first year of his term. Inclusion or exclusion of these cases has a 

minimal impact on the overall results. 
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average among all senators in her party. The years of a senator’s term can be grouped into pairs. 

The constant terms are highest in the first year (1.022) and second year (1.038). They are slightly 

lower in third year (1.011) and fourth year (1.017). They are lowest in the fifth year (1.002) and 

sixth year (0.996). Figure 2 illustrates the pattern of party unity ratios across years of a senator’s 

term. 

In the first four years of senators’ terms, the party unity ratios of vulnerable senators 

generally follow the same pattern as the party unity ratios of safe senators. The party unity ratios 

of the senators in competitive races are slightly lower (the coefficient for Competitive ranges 

from -0.012 to -0.017), but this difference is not statistically significant. (The p-values
8
 for the 

Competitive coefficients in the first four years are 0.35 or greater.) 

The difference between electorally vulnerable senators and safe senators emerges in the 

last two years of senators’ terms. In the fifth year, electorally vulnerable senators vote with their 

party 3.5 percentage points less than safe senators in the same year of their term. They vote with 

their party 3.3 percent less than the average senator of their party. The negative effect of electoral 

                                                           
8
 All p-values are computed using a two-sided test. 

Table 2. Senators’ party unity ratios in each year of the term (Model 1) 

 1
st
 Year 2

nd
 Year 3

rd
 Year 4

th
 year 5

th
 Year 6

th
 Year 

Constant 1.022
***

 

(0.009) 

1.038
***

 

(0.010) 

1.011
***

 

(0.010) 

1.017
***

 

(0.010) 

1.002
***

 

(0.010) 

0.996
***

 

(0.011) 

Competitive -0.012 

(0.017) 

[-0.696] 

-0.017 

(0.018) 

[-0.936] 

-0.015 

(0.018) 

[-0.836] 

-0.013 

(0.018) 

[-0.728] 

-0.035
†
 

(0.018) 

[-1.953] 

-0.058
**

 

(0.021) 

[-2.724] 

N 224 224 226 226 226 226 

σ 0.117 0.122 0.123 0.122 0.121 0.144 

R
2
 0.002 0.004 0.003 0.002 0.017 0.032 

 
     †

 statistically significant at the 0.10 level 
  **

 statistically significant at the 0.01 level 
***

 statistically significant at the 0.001 level 
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competitiveness is significant in the fifth year (p-value = 0.052, which is close enough to the 

0.05 level to be considered statistically significant). In the sixth year, the negative effect of 

electoral competiveness intensifies so that vulnerable senators vote with their party 5.8 

percentage points less on average than safe senators in the final year of their terms. Vulnerable 

senators in the sixth year of their term vote with their party 6.2 percent less than the average 

senator of their party. The negative effect in the sixth year is not only more pronounced than 

effects in other years of the term but also significant at the 0.01 level (p-value = 0.007). 

Model 2 includes the effect of a senator’s party on a senator’s party unity ratio. Table 3 

reports the results of the six regressions under Model 2. The constant term in Model 2 is the 

mean party unity ratio of safe Republican incumbents. Adding the coefficient for Party to the 

constant term gives the mean party unity ratio of safe Democratic incumbents. Mean party unity 

ratios among safe incumbents differ slightly by party. The difference in mean party unity ratios 

of safe Republicans and safe Democrats is at most 0.016. In the last two years of the senators’ 

terms, the difference is virtually zero. Accordingly, the effect of a senator’s party on her party 

Figure 2. Mean party unity ratio by year of senator’s term (Model 1) 
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unity ratio is not statistically significant in any year of the six years of a Senate term (p-values of 

0.4 or greater). 

Adding the coefficient for Competitive to the constant term provides the mean party unity 

ratio of vulnerable Republican incumbents. Adding the coefficients for Competitive, Party, and 

Competitive*Party to the constant term provides the mean party unity ratio of vulnerable 

Democratic incumbents. In the first four years of senators’ terms, the difference between 

vulnerable Republicans and vulnerable Democrats is minimal. In the last two years of senators’ 

terms, a gap emerges. The mean party unity ratio of vulnerable Republicans is 0.031 less than 

that of vulnerable Democrats in the fifth year and 0.038 less than that of vulnerable Democrats in 

the sixth year. However, none of these differences are statistically significant. (The p-values of 

the interaction term Competitive*Party are greater than 0.35 in all six years.) Figure 3 depicts 

Table 3. Senators’ party unity ratios in each year of the term (Model 2) 

 1
st
 Year 2

nd
 Year 3

rd
 Year 4

th
 year 5

th
 Year 6

th
 Year 

Constant 1.016
***

 

(0.009) 

1.040
***

 

(0.014) 

1.003
***

 

(0.014) 

1.014
***

 

(0.014) 

1.002
***

 

(0.014) 

0.996
***

 

(0.016) 

Competitive -0.010 

(0.024) 

[-0.401] 

-0.017 

(0.025) 

[-0.660] 

-0.013 

(0.025) 

[-0.507] 

-0.014 

(0.025) 

[-0.555] 

-0.049
*
 

(0.025) 

[-1.986] 

-0.075
*
 

(0.029) 

[-2.579] 

Party 0.011 

(0.019) 

[0.620] 

-0.004 

(0.019) 

[-0.216] 

0.016 

(0.019) 

[0.810] 

0.006 

(0.019) 

[0.306] 

0.000 

(0.019) 

[0.016] 

-0.001 

(0.043) 

[0.898] 

Competitive*Party -0.004 

(0.035) 

[-0.110] 

-0.002 

(0.037) 

[-0.050] 

-0.004 

(0.037) 

[-0.096] 

0.002 

(0.036) 

[0.060] 

0.031 

(0.036) 

[0.857] 

0.039 

(0.043) 

[0.898] 

N 224 224 226 226 226 226 

σ 0.117 0.123 0.123 0.122 0.122 0.144 

R
2
 0.004 0.004 0.007 0.003 0.021 0.037 

 
     * 

 statistically significant at the 0.05 level 
***

 statistically significant at the 0.001 level 
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differences in mean party unity ratios by party and electoral competitiveness across the six years 

of a senator’s term. With party-specific effects controlled for, the effect of electoral 

competitiveness continues to statistically significant in both the fifth year (p-value = 0.048) and 

the sixth year (p-value = 0.011) of a senator’s term. 

 

Conclusions 

The results of Models 1 and 2 establish that the expectation of a competitive election has 

a negative effect on a senator’s party loyalty in the final two years of the senator’s term. The 

effect of electoral competitiveness is in the expected direction. Moreover, the magnitude of the 

effect seems to increase toward the end of a senator’s term. 

As noted above, the senator’s term can be broken into three two-year segments. Party 

loyalty in roll-call voting is highest during the first two years of the term, declines slightly in the 

middle two years, and then falls further in the last two years. Elections occur between each of 

these two-year segments. While a senator is not running in these elections, the elections 

Figure 3. Mean party unity ratio by year of senator’s term (Model 2) 
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undoubtedly contribute to the senator’s perceptions of the political climate. Senators facing 

competitive elections diverge from the voting pattern of their electorally safe colleagues in the 

fifth year of their term. Essential pieces of information become available to incumbent senators 

around this time. They learn who their challengers may be. They see the results of other political 

races in their home states, such as presidential races, gubernatorial races, and House races. Their 

campaigns may start to conduct polls. My empirical results are consistent with the notion that 

senators change their partisan behavior as they develop clearer expectations of the next election. 

The negative effect of electoral competitiveness in the final two years of senator’s term 

persists when controlling for a senator’s party. Whether comparing safe incumbent senators or 

vulnerable incumbent senators, there is no significant difference in party unity ratios between 

Democrats and Republicans. In other words, neither party’s senators are consistently more 

responsive to electoral threats. Democratic and Republican senators respond to electoral 

pressures similarly. 

The results align with my hypotheses: 

1. Electoral competitiveness has a negative effect on a senator’s party loyalty in the 

last two years of a senator’s term. 

2. The effect of electoral competitiveness becomes stronger between the fourth and 

fifth years and fifth and sixth years of a senator’s term. 

3. The effect of electoral competitiveness on the party loyalty is essentially the same 

for Democratic senators and Republican senators. Any difference is insignificant. 
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Profiles in Partisanship 

As the preceding analysis shows, a senator votes with his party less when he expects a 

competitive election. Each senator strikes a balance between partisan and electoral 

considerations. The current Senate is defined by both the individualism of its members and the 

growing influence of parties. Parties in the Senate foster and incentivize party loyalty among 

senators. Meanwhile, senators respond to electoral pressures.  

In this section, I profile four U.S. senators, following their careers from their initial bids 

for public office through 2010. Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) has climbed the ladder of 

Democratic leadership while representing a strongly Democratic state. Senator Orrin Hatch (R-

UT) has been a reliable Republican vote for decades yet finds room for bipartisan cooperation. 

Senator Mary Landrieu (D-LA) has established a moderate voting record consistent with her 

Republican-leaning state, but she repeatedly faces tough elections. Senator Norm Coleman (R-

MN) positioned himself as a centrist but failed to win a second term in the Senate. The careers of 

these senators illustrate general characteristics of the Senate and Senate elections. Moreover, 

these four subjects reflect the various political situations of U.S. senators. 

 

Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) 

Charles Schumer’s party loyalty and strong campaign skills fueled his rise to the Senate 

and subsequent ascension within the Senate’s Democratic leadership. He benefits from 

Democrats’ partisan advantage in the state of New York. As a loyal Democrat, Schumer helped 

expand the party’s majority in the Senate. Consequently, Majority Leader Harry Reid has 

rewarded Schumer with powerful positions within the Senate. 
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Schumer followed a fairly conventional path to the United States Senate by climbing the 

hierarchy of political offices. Once he graduated from Harvard Law in 1974, he launched a 

successful campaign for the New York Assembly. Six years later, he won an open seat for New 

York’s 9
th

 Congressional District (Senator Charles E. Schumer 2010). As a member of the House 

of Representatives, Schumer established a record on the issues of banking and crime – issues of 

particular importance in New York. Eventually, he chaired the House Judiciary Committee’s 

Subcommittee on Crime. He took a leading role on gun control legislation, sponsoring the 1994 

assault weapons ban as well as the Brady bill. While serving in the House, Schumer won every 

reelection with between 72 and 89 percent of the vote. During Schumer’s nine terms in the 

House, he showed his outstanding ability to fundraise, accumulating a campaign treasury in 

excess of $5 million (National Journal 2010). 

By the time Schumer challenged a Republican incumbent in the 1998 election, he 

fulfilled the definition of quality challenger. Career politicians make the strongest challengers, 

but they wait until conditions are right to seek higher office when the conditions are right. 

Although Schumer aspired to statewide office for years, he waited for a viable opportunity. He 

avoided launching a campaign for New York governor against popular Republican incumbent 

George Pataki. Instead he ran against Senator Alfonse D’Amato (R-NY). Schumer’s superior 

campaign skills and fundraising prowess led him to victory in a competitive Democratic primary 

that included 1984 Democratic vice presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro. In the general 

election, Schumer contrasted his strong record on crime with D’Amato’s record. Thanks in part 

to an exploitable verbal misstep by D’Amato and frequent campaign stops by President Bill 

Clinton and First Lady Hillary Clinton, Schumer beat the Republican incumbent by an 11-point 

margin (National Journal 2010). 
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As a liberal Democrat representing New York, Schumer is ideologically matched to his 

constituency. Schumer has built relationships with his constituents by maintaining a regular 

presence in all areas of his state. He visits each of New York’s 62 counties at least once per year 

(Senator Charles E. Schumer 2010). In 2004, Schumer successfully warded off any serious 

competition with a $12 million campaign war chest. He beat his Republican challenger 71 

percent to 24 percent, a record margin-of-victory for New York’s Senate seats. Invulnerability 

begets invulnerability. In November 2010, he won a third term with only nominal opposition. 

While Schumer has run strong campaigns, the inherent advantage for any Democrat running 

statewide in New York is unmistakable. Registered Democrats in New York outnumber 

registered Republicans in by a 2-to-1 margin. In recent presidential elections, New York has 

favored Democratic candidates by comfortable margins (National Journal 2010). 

Due to the ideological balance in New York, Schumer has been able to simultaneously 

represent his constituents and display party loyalty. He has voted with his fellow Democrats 

more than 90 percent of the time every year since he entered the Senate (see Table 4); he has 

exceeded the average party unity score among Democratic senators in every year (i.e. his party 

unity ratio is greater than 1). In 2008, National Journal ranked Schumer as the 7
th

 most liberal 

senator
9
, tied with Ben Cardin (D-DE) and Dick Durbin (D-IL). He is tied for most liberal 

senator on social issues (Friel and Cohen 2010). On specific policy issues, Schumer displays his 

                                                           
9
 National Journal’s 2008 vote ratings are computed based on 76 Senate roll-call votes selected by reporters and 

editors. Based on senators’ votes, National Journal computed composite liberal and conservative scores for each 

senator as well as scores for three categories: economic, social, and foreign policy. Senators Barack Obama (D-IL) 

and John McCain (R-AZ) were not included in the ratings since they missed votes during the presidential campaign. 

Table 4. Party unity scores and party unity ratios for Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) 

 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Party Unity Score 94 97 92 95 96 91 93 93 97 98 99 

Party Unity Ratio 1.03 1.08 1.03 1.13 1.07 1.02 1.03 1.05 1.06 1.07 1.06 
 

Election years are highlighted. 
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liberal ideology. For instance, Schumer, a member of the Senate Judiciary Committee, opposed 

many of President Bush’s judicial nominations on ideological grounds (National Journal 2010). 

Schumer vigorously supports causes important to his New York constituents. He 

influences legislation relevant to the banking industry through his seat on the Senate Banking 

Committee. In the past, Schumer has deviated from liberal orthodoxy to support reduced 

regulations and lower fees for financial institutions. He played a key role in securing $20 billion 

in aid for New York after the attacks of September 11, 2001. While Schumer’s base is in New 

York City, he sought benefits for constituents in other parts of the state. He supported improved 

air service and agricultural programs for Upstate New York and the Hudson Valley (National 

Journal 2010). Such efforts build goodwill within less liberal parts of his constituency. 

Schumer’s broad support within New York has provided him the latitude to seek 

influence within the Senate. After Schumer’s first reelection in 2004, Senator Harry Reid, then 

the minority leader, approached Schumer about chairing the Democratic Senatorial Campaign 

Committee. In addition, Reid secured Schumer a highly prized seat on the Senate Finance 

Committee. As DSCC chair, Schumer played a central role in convincing Democratic 

incumbents to run for reelection, recruiting quality challengers to run against Republicans, and 

fundraising for the party. Democrats had tremendous success in the 2006 election, gaining six 

Senate seats and taking the majority. Reid asked Schumer to remain DSCC chair through the 

2008 election cycle. Reid displayed the lengths party leaders will go to in order to reward service 

to the party. He created a new leadership position for Schumer: vice chairman of the Democratic 

Caucus. In 2008, Schumer improved on his 2006 success, recruiting strong candidates in swing 

states. Democrats won another eight seats in the Senate (National Journal 2010). After the 2008 

election, Schumer stepped down as DSCC chair but continued as the third-ranking Democrat in 
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the U.S. Senate. He also picked up another leadership role: chair of the Senate Rules Committee 

(Senator Charles E. Schumer 2010). 

Senator Schumer exhibits how an ambitious, electorally safe senator can ascend the ranks 

of Senate leadership. Since New York constituents support Schumer’s liberal views, he can serve 

in explicitly partisan roles without inciting voter backlash. Majority Leader Reid has consistently 

rewarded Schumer’s partisan activities with influential positions. 

 

Senator Orrin Hatch (R-UT) 

As the Senate’s longest-serving Republican member
10

, Senator Orrin Hatch has worked 

on numerous pieces of important legislation. Although Hatch has been a reliable vote for the 

Republican caucus, he is known for his willingness to work across the aisle. Meanwhile, Hatch 

has easily won five reelection bids in the conservative state of Utah. 

Compared to Schumer, Landrieu, and Coleman, Hatch had the shortest resume when he 

first ran for the Senate. Hatch had a successful legal career in Pittsburgh and Salt Lake City, but 

he had not previously served in elected office. In 1976, he launched a long-shot campaign 

against three-term incumbent Frank Moss (D-UT). Despite a lack of electoral experience, Hatch 

benefited from political connections. An endorsement from Ronald Reagan, then the governor of 

California, catapulted Hatch to win the Republican Senate nomination. Then in a general election 

upset, Hatch won with 54 percent of the vote. 

Hatch’s five campaigns for reelection have been uneventful. In the 1982 election, Hatch 

faced a serious Democratic challenger, Salt Lake City Mayor Ted Wilson. Nevertheless, Hatch 

won by a convincing 17-point margin. In every subsequent election, Hatch has faced weak 

                                                           
10

 Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN) is tied with Hatch for title of longest-serving Republican senator. Both senators 

were elected in 1976. 
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challengers and won with over 60 percent of the vote. Hatch briefly attempted a presidential bid 

in 2000, but he left the race and endorsed Texas Governor George W. Bush after a meager 

showing in the Iowa caucuses. Now in his sixth term, Hatch is the longest-serving senator in 

Utah history.  

Orrin Hatch is an unabashed conservative from a strongly Republican state. Polls show 

that Mormons, who comprise of a majority of Utah’s population, vote for Republican candidates 

by a 4-to-1 margin. Utah’s Mormon population also drives the state to be one of the most 

socially conservative in the country (National Journal 2010). Hatch consistently votes with his 

fellow Republicans. From 1987 to 2009, his party unity score was above the Republican average 

in all but two years (see Table 5). His partisan voting pattern did not decrease when he was up 

for reelection. In fact, his party unity score was 22 percent above the Republican average when 

he was up for reelection in 1988 and 19 percent above the Republican average when he was up 

for reelection in 1994. Hatch did not perceive a need to moderate his voting record in the run-up 

to the election, and Utah voters have not punished Hatch for partisan behavior. 

Hatch’s specific positions match Utah’s conservatism. His website lists legislative 

priorities such as ―give taxpayers back more of what they earn,‖ ―cut down the size of a bloated 

government bureaucracy,‖ and ―empower the military with the tools to fight terror and tyranny‖ 

(US Senator Orrin Hatch 2010). Hatch first garnered public attention as a senator by filibustering 

Table 5. Party unity scores and party unity ratios for Senator Orrin Hatch (R-UT) 

 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 

Party Unity Score 88 82 85 89 90 88 94 94 94 94 86 87 

Party Unity Ratio 1.18 1.22 1.09 1.19 1.11 1.11 1.12 1.19 1.05 1.05 0.99 1.01 

             

 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009  

Party Unity Score 92 94 95 93 98 98 96 93 82 93 85  

Party Unity Ratio 1.02 1.03 1.06 1.06 1.04 1.06 1.07 1.07 0.97 1.07 1.00  
 

Election years are highlighted. 
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the 1978 labor law bill supported by the AFL-CIO (National Journal 2010). In 1988, he 

filibustered an increase to the minimum wage. Both filibusters occurred before filibustering was 

a routine practice in the Senate. In displays of social conservatism, Hatch opposed the ―so-called 

Equal Rights Amendment‖ and cosponsored a ban on partial-birth abortions (US Senator Orrin 

Hatch 2010). An opponent of an ―activist judicial philosophy,‖ he voted against the confirmation 

of Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan to the Supreme Court (Richey 2009).  

By the end of Hatch’s firm term, he was a powerful legislator in the Senate’s committee 

system. With the influx of new Republican senators in the 1978 and 1980 elections, Republicans 

gained a majority in the Senate (Packer 2010). After only four years in the Senate, Hatch became 

the chair of the Senate Labor and Human Resources Committee
11

, a rapid ascension facilitated in 

part by his ties to incoming Republican President Ronald Reagan. Hatch’s most visible work has 

been on the Judiciary Committee (US Senator Orrin Hatch 2010). On the Judiciary Committee, 

Hatch opposed reproductive rights and affirmative action. As the committee’s chairman, he 

pushed for items important to the Republican caucus such as tort reform and balanced budget 

amendments. He helped write the Patriot Act in 2001, ceding broad powers to the President for 

counter-terrorism purposes (National Journal 2010). Eventually, Hatch also gained a seat on the 

powerful Senate Finance Committee. As member of that committee, he played a key role in 

negotiating the Medicare Part D prescription drug benefit (US Senator Orrin Hatch 2010). 

Despite Hatch’s conservative ideology, he has often worked across party lines. The 2010 

Almanac of American Politics described Hatch’s Senate career as ―shaped by two impulses that 

are sometimes in tension with each other: a strong conservative philosophy and a sense of 

responsibility to pass legislation‖ (National Journal 2010). Early in his Senate career, Senator 
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 The Labor and Human Resources Committee has since been renamed the Health, Education, Labor and Pensions 

(HELP) Committee. 
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Hatch worked with Congressman Henry Waxman (D-CA) on measures to increase the 

availability of generic drugs and require health warnings on cigarette packaging (US Senator 

Orrin Hatch 2010). Most famously, he collaborated with Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA) to 

pass the State Children’s Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) in 1997 (National Journal 2010). 

While Hatch teamed with Democrats, he did not compromise on his conservative values. He 

focused on issues that were compatible with his overall ideology.  

Hatch not only formed coalitions with Democrats but also formed personal relationships. 

In particular, Hatch and Kennedy developed a close friendship during their years in the Senate. 

At the late Senator Kennedy’s memorial service, Hatch referred to Kennedy and himself as the 

―odd couple‖ – a conservative Mormon from Utah and a liberal Catholic from Massachusetts 

(Broder 2009). Orrin Hatch harkens back to a less partisan period in Senate history when 

senators were more likely to socialize with – and even befriend – members of the other party. 

As a senator, Hatch has occupied two seemingly contradictory roles: conservative 

lawmaker and bipartisan collaborator. His conservative views match his constituency. He gained 

influence on committees through strategic partisan ties and then by seniority. Meanwhile, he has 

partnered with Democrats on issues while still being consistent with his ideology. Hatch proves 

that party loyalty does not necessarily conflict with bipartisan cooperation. 

 

Senator Mary Landrieu (D-LA) 

Senator Mary Landrieu has never enjoyed electoral safety. Her electoral coalition 

comprises a bare majority of Louisiana voters. Her moderate positions put her to the right of 

most members of the Democratic caucus. Though not the most loyal member of her party 
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caucus, Landrieu wields influence in the Senate, taking advantage of the individualism 

embedded in the Senate rules. 

Landrieu is a career politician. In 1979, Mary Landrieu became the youngest woman 

elected to the Louisiana Legislature at 23 years old. Eight years later, she was elected state 

treasurer. In that position, she was a frequent critic of Louisiana Governor Edwin Edwards, a 

fellow Democrat. In 1991, she won reelection to a second term as treasurer. Landrieu 

campaigned for governor in 1995 but lost in the Democratic primary. She then switched her 

attention to the Senate seat vacted with retirement of four-term Democratic incumbent Bennett 

Johnston (National Journal 2010). 

Like most elections for open seats, the 1996 Louisiana race attracted several strong 

candidates. Landrieu came in second
12

 in the September primary behind veteran Democratic 

state legislator Woody Jenkins who was running as a Republican. Jenkins was favored to win the 

election, but he began to run out of cash as Election Day approached. Landrieu used her financial 

resources to paint Jenkins as an extremist. Landrieu won by a razor-thin margin of 5788 votes (a 

0.4-percent margin). Jenkins’s allegations of voter fraud delayed Landrieu’s seating, but the 

Senate Rules Committee finally affirmed Landrieu’s victory in October 1997 after eleven months 

of arguments and investigations (National Journal 2010). 

Democrats face a challenging political environment in Louisiana. While registered 

Democrats vastly outnumber registered Republicans, Louisiana is one of only four states where 

Republican candidates have improved on their performance in each of the past four presidential 

elections. Louisiana has a Republican governor, and six of its seven representatives are 

Republican. The contradiction between the number of registered Democratic voters and the 
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 In this race, candidates of all parties ran in the September primary with the top two candidates proceeding to the 

general election. 
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success of Republican candidates may reflect the realignment of Southern states. Many 

conservative Democrats have moved to the Republican Party, but some of these voters are still 

registered as Democrats although they vote like Republicans. Landrieu’s electoral coalition has 

centered on black and Catholic voters (National Journal 2010).  

In her first term, Landrieu established herself as a conservative Democrat. Several of her 

early bills focused on adoption. As a mother of adopted children, Landrieu has a personal interest 

in supporting adoption. Additionally, adoption is a fairly noncontroversial issue for an electorally 

vulnerable senator to champion. She sided with Republicans on some controversial issues. She 

cosponsored a Republican measure to ban human cloning, and she voted for the Iraq War 

resolution in 2002 (National Journal 2010).  

Landrieu faced a difficult electoral climate as her first term came to an end. As Landrieu 

approached the 2002 election, President George W. Bush was tremendously popular in 

Louisiana. With Landrieu looking beatable, Republican Congressman John Cooksey launched a 

campaign for Senate, but his campaign fizzled following insensitive comments about racial 

profiling of Arabs. With Cooksey marginalized, Landrieu’s main competition became Suzanne 

Haik Terrell, the state elections commissioner. The NRSC invested $2 million in televisions 

attack ads against Landrieu that accused her of voting to raise taxes. In a strange move, Landrieu 

responded by associating herself with President Bush. Her campaign ran advertisements 

highlighting how she had voted in support of President Bush’s position 74 percent of the time. 

Landrieu’s embrace of President Bush caused discontent within her Democratic base, 

specifically among leaders in the black community. In the final weeks of the campaign, 

Landrieu’s campaign attacked the Bush administration’s plan to increased imports of sugar from 

Mexico, a move that could damage Louisiana’s sugar industry. Despite Terrell’s stated 
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opposition to the plan, Landrieu labeled her challenger a ―rubber stamp‖ for the Bush 

administration. Landrieu won with a four-point margin (National Journal 2010). Somehow 

Landrieu managed to maintain her electoral base while running as a supporter of a Republican 

president but accusing her challenger of being a ―rubber stamp‖ for that president.  

During her second term, Landrieu increased her involvement in national issues but 

maintained moderate positions. From her seat on the Energy and Natural Resources Committee, 

Landrieu advocated for Louisiana’s oil and natural gas industry, coauthoring an 8 million acre 

expansion of oil and natural gas production in the Gulf of Mexico (Senator Mary Landrieu 

2010).  She broke with most Democrats by supporting oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Senator Landrieu’s profile skyrocketed. When 

Democrats took the majority in the Senate after the 2006 election, Landrieu was appointed chair 

of the newly formed Subcommittee Disaster Recovery. Even with Democrats in the majority, 

Landrieu continued to side Republicans on some key votes. She voted for a reduction in the 

estate tax, for funding cuts to cities that refuse to enforce immigration laws, and against 

elimination of tax deduction for oil companies (National Journal 2010). She avoided taking 

positions that would pit her against conservative voters or Louisiana’s oil industry. 

In 2008, Landrieu was the only incumbent Democrat in the Senate facing a competitive 

race. Once again she attracted a strong challenger. State Treasurer John Kennedy switched from 

the Democratic Party to the Republican Party to run against Landrieu. Leading up to the election, 

Landrieu accumulated a significant cash advantage. Furthermore, she gleaned endorsements 

from local Republican officials and former Republican Governor David Treen. She won race by 

6 percentage points, which – while still close – is her widest margin of victory in a Senate 

election to date (National Journal 2010). 
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When Landrieu returned to the Senate for her third term, she became chair of the Senate 

Small Business Committee (National Journal 2010). While this is one of the less visible 

committees in the Senate, it a good fit for a senator trying to appeal to conservative constituents. 

Although serving as committee chair places Landrieu within the Senate leadership, she is still 

one the most moderate senators in the chamber. In 2008, National Journal ranked her as the 50
th

 

most liberal senator, which actually places her to the right of one Republican, Senator Olympia 

Snowe of Maine (Friel and Cohen 2010). 

Landrieu’s party unity scores, shown in Table 6, have been below the Democratic 

average in all but one year of her Senate tenure. In addition, her level of party loyalty in voting 

has varied with proximity to the next election. In the two years when Landrieu was up for 

reelection (2002 and 2008), she voted with other Democratic senators less than 70 percent of the 

time, over 20 percent less than the average Democratic senator. However, she has had party unity 

scores close to the Democratic average in the earlier years of her terms. 

Landrieu’s career in the Senate is characterized not only by her moderate positions but 

also by her frequent use of procedural tactics to move her agenda. She skillfully manipulates the 

Senate’s arcane rules to her advantage. When Landrieu wanted to secure $6 billion to repair 

Louisiana’s levees, she threatened to block every presidential nomination until the funds were 

appropriated (National Journal 2010). As Majority Leader Reid chased after sixty votes for 

health care reform in December 2009, Landrieu extracted $300 million in state-specific Medicaid 

funding, a deal criticized by Republicans as the ―Louisiana Purchase‖ (Rushing 2010). Following 

Table 6. Party unity scores and party unity ratios for Senator Mary Landrieu (D-LA) 

 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Party Unity Score 76 88 81 88 81 65 78 81 76 75 78 69 90 

Party Unity Ratio 0.90 1.01 0.89 0.98 0.91 0.77 0.87 0.91 0.84 0.85 0.85 0.76 0.97 
 

Election years are highlighted. 
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the 2010 oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, Landrieu placed a hold on Jacob Lew’s confirmation as 

director of the Office of Management and Budget to protest the deepwater oil drilling 

moratorium (Associated Press 2010). Landrieu proves how much power Senate rules can provide 

a single senator if that senator chooses to use them. Instead of depending on displays of party 

loyalty to win support her agenda, she utilizes the Senate’s provisions for individualism. 

While Landrieu’s elections have been close, she has succeeded through cash advantages 

and some interesting campaign messaging. Considering Landrieu’s tenuous electoral situation, 

she has been remarkably effective in the Senate. Thanks to strategic use of Senate rules, she has 

been able to move state interests and her own initiatives without being particularly supportive of 

Democratic positions.  

 

Senator Norm Coleman (R-MN) 

Compared to the other three senators, Norm Coleman has had the most dynamic party 

loyalty. During his political career, he has switched parties and shifted ideologically within the 

Republican Party. Overall, Coleman has been a centrist. Coleman achieved a decent level of 

success in his single Senate term. However, he could not assemble a winning coalition in his bid 

for reelection. 

Leading up to his Senate campaign, Coleman built a reputation as an effective leader. In 

1993, Coleman was elected mayor of St. Paul as a Democrat
13

. However, his pro-life, pro-

business views put his at odds with many Democrats. Party activists booed Coleman at their 

1996 state convention. Shortly thereafter, Coleman switched to the Republican Party (Zdechlik 

2002). In 1998, he ran for Minnesota governor as a Republican but came in second in a three-
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 Democrats in Minnesota run under the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor (DFL) Party. Since the DFL 

designation is not used nationally and the DFL Party is affiliated with the national Democratic Party, I refer to the 

DFL and DFLers as the Democratic Party and Democrats respectively. 
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way race against Minnesota Attorney General Hubert H. Humphrey III, a Democrat, and the 

victor, Reform Party
14

 candidate Jesse Ventura (Belluck 1998). By the end of Coleman’s second 

term as mayor, he was widely regarded for reinvigorating economic development (Wilcoxen 

2001). Coleman considered another bid for governor in 2002, but President Bush pressured 

Coleman to run against Minnesota’s incumbent senator, Democrat Paul Wellstone (Zdechlik 

2002). 

In the 2002 election, Coleman cast Wellstone as too liberal and portrayed himself as a 

consensus builder (Ayres 2002). For most of the campaign, Coleman and Wellstone ran neck-

and-neck in the polls, but by October most polls gave Wellstone a narrow lead. Suddenly the 

race turned upside down. Eleven days before the election, Senator Wellstone died in a plane 

crash. Coleman temporarily suspended his campaign but soon decided to engage in the public 

mourning to maintain visibility. Democrats quickly recruited former Vice President Walter 

Mondale to run in Wellstone’s place (The New York Times 2009). Coleman managed to 

maintain sensitivity to Wellstone’s passing while still running against the late senator’s agenda. 

With the help of a national pro-Republican trend and the politicization of Wellstone’s memorial 

service, Coleman won by three percentage points (Wilgoren 2002). Coleman won despite the 

historic strength of the Democratic Party in Minnesota. Minnesota has not supported a 

Republican candidate for president since 1972. Nevertheless, Republican candidates have had 

success in several statewide races (National Journal 2010). 

Coleman gained a respectable level of prominence as a freshman senator. He was 

considered a loyal Bush supporter and voted with his Republican colleagues 92 percent of the 

time. He was appointed chair of two subcommittees: the Homeland Security and Governmental 

Affairs Committee’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations and the Foreign Relations 
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 The Reform Party in Minnesota has since been renamed the Independence Party. 
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Subcommittee on the Western Hemisphere. In 2004, he led the high-profile investigation the 

United Nations Oil-for-Food program (The New York Times 2009). Coleman actively pursued 

leadership positions within the Republican caucus. In 2004, he ran for chair of the National 

Republican Senatorial Committee, but Senator Elizabeth Dole (R-NC) beat him by one vote. 

Coleman was considered a leading contender for NRSC chair in 2008, but he failed in his own 

reelection bid (Kady 2008). 

While initially a strong Republican, Coleman moderated his positions as his term 

proceeded, as shown in Table 7. In 2008, National Journal ranked Coleman as the 39
th

 most 

conservative senator, with moderate views on economic issues but more conservative views on 

social issues and foreign policy (Friel and Cohen 2010). By the last year of his term, Coleman 

voted with other Republican senators only 69 percent of the time. Legislatively, Coleman 

sponsored legislation on non-controversial issues such as benefits for survivors of military 

benefits (Sorrells 2004). In the latter half of his term, Coleman joined with Democrats on some 

issues. He called for the resignation of Attorney General Alberto Gonzales. He also supported a 

Democratic proposal to give troops more time between deployments (Horrigan 2007). 

During the 2008 campaign, Coleman struggled to balance conflicts in opinion between 

his Republican base and his overall constituency. On the issue of the Iraq war, Republican voters 

opposed a timetable for troop withdrawal, but a growing number of independent voters began to 

favor withdrawal. Coleman could not afford to alienate Republican donors when he expected a 

costly race against his Democratic challenger, but at the same time he needed independents to 

Table 7. Party unity scores and party unity ratios for Senator Norm Coleman (R-MN) 

 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 

Party Unity Score 92 91 77 77 64 69 

Party Unity Ratio 0.97 0.98 0.86 0.88 0.76 0.79 
 

Election years are highlighted. 
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win the election. Coleman conceded, ―I think the party is not where the majority of the state is 

[on Iraq].‖ Coleman split the difference: While he joined Republican senators in opposing a 

timeline for troop withdrawal from Iraq, he joined Democrats in opposing the troop surge 

supported by President Bush (Nather 2007). Democratic groups still ran ads highlighting 

Coleman’s support for the Iraq war, and Coleman’s approval ratings slid (Horrigan 2007). 

Coleman’s partisan adjustments may have damaged his reputation among the Republican base. A 

local reporter wrote, ―Coleman isn’t trusted much more by Republicans than he is by Democrats. 

He’s not the reach-across-the-aisle-get-things-done guy he constantly talks about. He’s a 

caricature of a tap-dancing pol‖ (Grow 2008). 

Coleman encountered a difficult reelection campaign. While his challenger Al Franken 

had not held elected office before, the Democrat had strong fundraising abilities. By November 

2008, both the Coleman and Franken campaigns spent over $19 million. Beyond attacks on 

policy issues, Franken accused Coleman of receiving favors, such as reduced rent, from political 

benefactors. The Coleman campaign responded with ads about Franken’s failure to carry 

workers’ compensation insurance for his employees. The campaign was one of the most 

expensive and negative campaigns in Minnesota’s history. In the end, Coleman and Franken had 

a virtual tie (National Journal 2010). After eight months of recounts and court battles, Coleman 

ultimately came up 312 votes short (Davey and Hulse 2009). 

During Coleman’s Senate term, he achieved a high profile by chairing two 

subcommittees and seeking a party leadership position. Coleman established a reputation as a 

centrist, but his party loyalty varied during his term. As Coleman converged toward moderate 

positions, he alienated part of his Republican base. Meanwhile, he still provided campaign issues 
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for his opposition. At the end of Coleman’s first and only term, he did not have enough support 

among his constituents to win reelection. 

 

Senate Elections vs. House Elections 

Senators have larger constituencies than House members. They face reelection less often. 

Compared to party leaders in the Senate, party leaders in the House have stricter rules and more 

tools with which to enforce party loyalty. In this section, I contrast the effect of competitive 

elections on party loyalty in the Senate with the corresponding effect in the House of 

Representatives, looking specifically at the two-year period preceding the 2008 elections. I have 

selected the 2007-2008 period for study because it is the most recent two-year period in my 

Senate dataset and because the 2008 election has the highest number of competitive Senate races 

in the 1992-2008 period (9 competitive races: 8 vulnerable Republican incumbents and 1 

vulnerable Democratic incumbent). 

 

Hypotheses 

Both senators and representatives encounter conflicting partisan and electoral pressures. 

In both chambers, party leaders incentivize party loyalty. Therefore, incumbents in both 

chambers would rationally choose to display party loyalty as long as the partisan behavior does 

not imperil their chances at reelection. Incumbents expecting competitive reelections may adopt 

more moderate voting records to avoid alienating voters. 

With the more robust powers given to party leadership in the House of Representatives, 

representatives may face harsher penalties than senators for failing to show party loyalty. Since 

the Senate is an individualistic chamber with fewer powers ceded to party leaders, senators can 
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deviate from the party position with relatively less severe consequences. Since senators have 

larger, more heterogeneous constituencies as well as longer terms, they may have more 

uncertainty about the seriousness of an electoral threat. 

Based on these observations, I have formed the following hypotheses: 

1. Competitive elections have a negative effect on party loyalty for both the senators 

and representatives. 

2. The effect of competitive elections on party loyalty of senators is of a greater 

magnitude than the effect on the party loyalty of the corresponding 

representatives. 

 

Data and Method 

Just as I constructed party unity ratios for senators, I have constructed party unity ratios 

for representatives. I collected the 2007 and 2008 party unity scores for the House of 

Representatives as calculated by Congressional Quarterly. I then divided each representative’s 

score by the mean party unity score for that representative’s party in that year to generate the 

party unity ratio (PUR
H

i,j where j is index for year). Party unity ratios ease comparison across 

years and parties. They also simplify comparison between chambers. In both 2007 and 2008, the 

mean party unity score for either party was higher in the House than in the Senate. Party unity 

ratios control for this difference by evaluating a legislator’s party loyalty relative to colleagues in 

the same chamber. I have excluded representatives who did not run for reelection or who did not 

serve a full two-year term
15

. For the Senate dataset in this analysis, I included the subset of 

senators from my earlier dataset who ran for reelection in 2008. (I now denote the dependent 

variable for senators’ party unity ratios as PUR
S

i,j.) Since House terms are two years in length, I 
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have limited my scope to the fifth and sixth years of the senators’ terms (the years 2007 and 

2008). 

Congressional Quarterly published race ratings for the 2008 House elections using the 

same ranking system as for Senate elections. In fact, both the House ratings and the Senate 

ratings come from the October 27, 2008 edition of CQ Weekly. As with the Senate ratings (now 

denoted Competitive
S
), I recoded the House ratings into a new variable Competitive

H
. 

Competitive races (Tossup and Leans Democratic/Republican) are coded 1; safe races 

(Democrat/Republican Favored and Safe Democratic/Republican) are coded 0. In the 2008 

election, Republicans disproportionately faced competitive elections (see Table 8). 

I have completed a total of four regressions – two in each chamber, two in each year. The 

equations have the same form as Model 1 for an incumbent i in year j   {2007, 2008}: 

PUR
S

i,j = βj,0 + βj,1 * Competitive
S

i + εi,j   (3)  . 

PUR
H

i,j = α0,j + α1,j * Competitive
H

i + ui,j   (4)  . 

  

Results 

In 2007 and 2008, electoral competitiveness had statistically significant negative effects 

on party unity ratios for both Senate and House incumbents running for reelection. Table 9a 

reports results for the Senate. The constant term, which is the mean party unity ratio among safe 

senators, barely changes between 2007 and 2008 (1.041 and 1.042 respectively). A safe senator 

Table 8. Senate and House incumbents’ races for reelection in 2008 by party and competiveness 

 Competitive Races Safe Races 

Chamber D R D R 

Senate 1 8 11 8 

House 17 25 201 141 
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running for reelection votes with her party over 4 percent more in than the average senator of the 

same party in both 2007 and 2008. The difference between vulnerable senators and safe senators 

widens in 2008 compared to 2007. In 2007, vulnerable senators voted with their party 14.7 

percentage points less than safe senators of the same party (p-value = 0.010). In 2008, they voted 

with their party 16.7 percentage points less safe senators of the same party (p-value = 0.007). 

The senators facing competitive elections in 2008 vote with their party 10.6 percent and 12.5 

percent less than average senator in 2007 and 2008 respectively. 

The effects of competitive elections on House incumbents’ party unity ratios in 2007 and 

2008 are negative (see Table 9b). The mean party unity ratio of a safe House incumbent in 2008 

is 1.011 in both 2007 and 2008 (i.e. they vote with their party 1.1 percent more than the average 

House member in both years). The difference between the mean party unity ratios of House 

incumbents facing competitive elections and safe House incumbents is 6.3 percentage points in 

2007 and 7.9 percentage points in 2008. These negative effects are highly significant (both p-

value are less than 0.001). Representatives in competitive races vote with their party 5.7 percent 

Table 9. Senate incumbents’ and House incumbents’ party unity scores (Models 3 and 4) 

Table 9a. Senate incumbents  Table 9b. House incumbents 

 2007 2008   2007 2008 

Constant 1.041
***

 

(0.030) 

1.042
***

 

(0.033) 

 Constant 1.011
***

 

(0.004) 

1.011
***

 

(0.003) 

Competitive
S 

-0.147
**

 

(0.053) 

[-2.780] 

-0.167
**

 

(0.057) 

[-2.906] 

 Competitive
H 

-0.063
***

 

(0.012) 

[-5.182] 

-0.079
***

 

(0.010) 

[-7.929] 

N 28 28  N 384 384 

σ 0.130 0.142  σ 0.074 0.061 

R
2
 0.229 0.245  R

2
 0.066 0.141 

 
  **

 statistically significant at the 0.01 level 
***

 statistically significant at the 0.001 level 
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less than the average representative in 2007 and 5.6 percent less than the average representative 

in 2008. 

The effects of electoral competitiveness on Senate incumbents’ and House incumbents’ 

party unity ratios are in the same direction, but the magnitude of the effects are higher for Senate 

incumbents. Safe Senate incumbents have higher party unity ratios than safe House incumbents. 

Meanwhile, vulnerable Senate incumbents have lower party unity ratios than vulnerable House 

incumbents. Nevertheless, party unity ratios scores follow the same general pattern during last 

two years of the senators’ term as during the representatives’ two-year terms. In both chambers, 

party unity ratios do not change for safe incumbents between 2007 and 2008. However, the party 

unity ratios for vulnerable incumbents fall by 0.015 to 0.020 between 2007 and 2008. In Figure 

4, the effects in the Senate and in the House look almost parallel. 

 

Conclusions 

Electoral competitiveness negatively affects party loyalty in both the Senate and the 

House. Despite the different institutional features of the Senate and the House, elections affected 

Figure 4. Mean party unity ratios for senators and representatives (Models 3 and 4) 
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Senate incumbents and House incumbents similarly. Both Senate incumbents and House 

incumbents facing competitive elections in 2008 displayed relatively less party loyalty through 

their voting records in 2007 and 2008 compared to electorally safe incumbents. In fact, the 

effects of a competitive election on party loyalty in the fifth and sixth years of a senator’s term 

paralleled the effects of a competitive election on party loyalty in both years of a representative’s 

term. Both senators and representatives encounter conflicting partisan and electoral pressures 

thus their partisan behavior reflects these conflicting pressures accordingly. 

Electoral pressures have a larger impact on the party loyalty of incumbent senators in the 

last two years of their terms than on the party loyalty of incumbent representatives during their 

two-year terms. This corresponds with the observation that senators are more uncertain about 

their electoral vulnerability and thus are more responsive to electoral threats as the election 

approaches. Additionally, individualism and weaker parties in the Senate may give senators more 

latitude to deviate from the party position compared to representatives. 

These results confirm my two hypotheses: 

1. Competitive elections have a significant negative effect on party loyalty for both 

the senators and representatives. 

2. In 2007 and 2008, the magnitude of the effect of competitive elections on party 

appears greater in the last two years of a Senate incumbent’s term than in a House 

incumbent’s two-year term. 

 

Discussion 

The dominant characteristic of the U.S. Senate is individualism, but political parties play 

a growing role. The Senate rules allow each senator to influence the legislative process. As 

Senator Landrieu has demonstrated, a single senator can exploit the Senate’s rules to force action 



  Elections and Party Loyalty in the U.S. Senate 61 

on specific initiatives. However, parties in the senate have strengthened in recent decades. This 

change stems from the ideological polarization of the political parties: Democratic senators tend 

to be liberal and Republican senators tend to be conservative. As a result, differences in party 

positions are better defined now than forty years ago. 

Party leaders in the Senate have little intrinsic authority compared to their House 

counterparts. Nevertheless, the leaders have created a culture of party loyalty supported by an 

―implicitly understood incentive structure.‖ From the start of a senator’s career, he encounters 

partisan pressures. Parties provide information on legislation. Through the process of whipping, 

party leaders seek to influence senators’ votes. In addition, senators encounter peer pressure from 

their colleagues. Overall, the Senate operates on trust and relationships among senators. Party 

leaders have successfully fostered loyalty within the Senate’s party caucuses. Accordingly, 

party-line voting has increased in the Senate (see Figure 1). 

As senators encounter partisan pressures, they also face electoral pressures. Senators 

understand that party loyalty facilitates advancement within the Senate. However, reelection is a 

prerequisite for the continuing pursuit of goals in the Senate. Senators are more likely to be in 

competitive elections than representatives since senators have longer terms, represent more 

heterogeneous constituencies, and tend to run against higher quality challengers. In 2008, for 

instance, 32 percent of incumbent senators running for reelection were in competitive races 

compared to only 12 percent of incumbent representatives (see Table 8). 

Although voters may not know a senator’s specific roll-call votes, they have general 

notions of a senator’s ideological reputation. A senator’s ideological reputation corresponds with 

his actual votes. A senator’s votes should serve his ―brand.‖ To win reelection, an incumbent’s 

brand must appeal to a sufficient number of voters. Challengers try to damage an incumbent’s 
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image with attacks on the incumbent’s votes and claims that the incumbent is ideologically 

incongruous with constituents.  

Media influences the information environment surrounding a senator. Senators seek 

media attention to boost their public profiles and to act as opinion leaders on behalf of their 

parties. The emergence of a 24-hour news cycle has changed the political consequences of 

partisan behavior. Procedural votes, which previously went unnoticed, can now be liabilities for 

senators. As observed by Senate staffers, the rhetoric surrounding the Senate has grown more 

heated. Paid media is key component of Senate campaigns. Challengers and opposition groups 

may point to an incumbent’s votes or overall voting record in campaign ads. As a candidate, 

Coleman attacked the Democratic incumbent as too liberal. In the 2002 election, NRSC-funded 

ads attacked Landrieu for votes to raise taxes. Landrieu portrayed her voting record as generally 

supportive of President Bush. Through paid and unpaid media, roll-call votes can become 

campaign issues.  

The basic strategy for a senator to win reelection involves maintaining support and 

minimizing opposition. Through media appearances and visits throughout their states, senators 

try to maintain relationships with their constituents. Senators may consciously reach out to 

groups that would not traditionally be supportive of the senator. They work on nonpartisan 

issues, such as disaster recovery funds, adoption, and veterans’ issues, to build goodwill. To the 

extent that these activities are electorally motivated, elections cause a senator to represent a 

broader segment of his constituency. 

Since voters respond to at least the general pattern of a senator’s votes, senators take 

constituents’ view into account when making decisions. Due to heterogeneous constituencies, 

senators cannot represent the views of every voter. Instead, they lean toward the views of their 
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electoral base. Senators are not necessarily punished by voters for partisan behavior, only if that 

behavior is out of line with constituent opinion. A senator from a state that leans strongly 

conservative or strongly liberal may be rewarded for partisan behavior if it aligns with the state’s 

ideological composition. 

For senators expecting competitive elections, responsiveness to constituents often takes 

the form of less partisan voting. From 1987 to 2008, senators displayed less party loyalty in the 

last two years of their terms when facing competitive elections. However, the responsiveness of 

senators was not constant throughout their six-year terms. Both Senator Landrieu and Senator 

Coleman showed more party loyalty in the beginning of their terms than toward the end. More 

generally, the effect of electoral competiveness increases between the fourth and fifth years and 

fifth and sixth years of senators’ terms. If these senators’ votes were based on a moderate 

ideology, one would expect consistently low party loyalty across years. Instead, the empirical 

data suggests electoral motivations. In the first half of his term, Coleman seemed interested in 

advancement within the Senate; he displayed party loyalty. Toward the end of Coleman’s term, 

his voting record became more moderate as his electoral vulnerability became clearer. Safe 

senators such as Schumer and Hatch have more consistent voting patterns since both their party 

caucuses and their constituents incentivize partisan behavior. 

Senators’ responsiveness to electoral pressures is similar to the response of 

representatives in the House. Both vulnerable senators and vulnerable representatives displayed 

less party loyalty than their colleagues leading up to the 2008 election. The changes in the party 

unity ratios of senators running for reelection in 2008 paralleled the changes among 

representatives running for reelection. The tension between party and polity is not confined to 

the Senate. Partisan and electoral incentives work in the same directions in both bodies. 
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The large effects of electoral competitiveness on senators’ party unity ratios in 2007 and 

2008 suggest that the magnitude of such effects varies with the election year. The effects in these 

two years were far more pronounced than the effects observed over the entire 1987-2008 period. 

As noted earlier, the number of competitive races and how those races are spread between the 

two parties varies from election year to election year. In 2008, Democratic Senate candidates 

benefitted from President Bush’s unpopularity. In the 1994, 2006, and 2008 elections, national 

partisan politics entered statewide races. My analyses in this thesis neglect election-specific 

factors. A study that includes such factors may provide a fuller explanation of elections’ effects 

on senators’ partisan behavior. 

I have concluded that elections affect senators’ party loyalty. This conclusion may help 

answer a broader question: Do elections improve a senator’s service? Elections have practical 

effects on senators’ service. Campaigning and fundraising take time away from legislating, and 

this is true for both vulnerable senators and safe senators. Nevertheless, elections encourage 

responsiveness to constituents. Responsiveness may encourage inconsistent voting. Does 

lowering party loyalty because of a competitive election make a senator a better representative of 

his constituents or does it make him a ―tap-dancing‖ politician? Should voters reward ideological 

consistency or flexibility? 

Strong partisans are the most ideologically consistent senators. Schumer is reliably liberal 

and votes with his party more than the average Democrat; Hatch is reliably conservative and 

votes with his party more than the average Republican. Electorally vulnerable moderates such as 

Landrieu and Coleman show more variation in their voting records across years. As I noted at the 

beginning, voters affect their representation in the Senate through elections by potentially 

replacing their senator. While constituents may be better represented if a senator is replaced, the 



  Elections and Party Loyalty in the U.S. Senate 65 

senator desires reelection and acts accordingly. A senator’s adjustments in partisan behavior 

before an election may obscure the reality that he is ideologically mismatched to his 

constituency. 

Elections matter to senators. Staffer A called elections a senator’s ―most concrete 

performance measure.‖ Most senators desire reelection. Meanwhile, the Senate has a culture and 

an incentive structure that reward party loyalty. When a senator perceives an electoral threat, he 

may break from the party. As a result, competitive elections decrease party loyalty toward the 

end of a senator’s term. In effect, electoral pressures on a senator shape his constituents’ 

representation. 
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