
Conclusions
1. Senate incumbents running for reelection in 2008 displayed less party unity in 2007 and 

2008 than senators not up for reelection.
2. Republican senators displayed less party loyalty than Democratic senators.
3. There was no meaningful difference in party loyalty between Democratic incumbents 

running for reelection and other Democratic senators.
4. The difference in party unity scores between senators running for reelection and those 

not can be accounted for mostly by the low party unity scores of Republican incumbents.
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Figure 2. Party Unity Scores by Party 
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PARTISAN BEHAVIOR AND THE 2008 SENATE ELECTIONS

During Norm Coleman’s first year in the Senate in 2003, he voted with the majority of 
Republicans on party-line votes 92% of the time. In 2008, Coleman voted with his party on 
these votes only 69% of the time. During the end of his term, the Minnesota Republican was 
in the midst of a competitive reelection bid against Democratic challenger Al Franken. Perhaps 
electoral pressures caused the incumbent senator to adjust his partisan behavior.

In 2008, 28 full-term incumbent senators1 ran for reelection. While running as an 
incumbent typically helps a Senate candidate, a senator’s voting record can also be a liability 
during the campaign. Republican Senate incumbents in the 2008 election faced an electorate 
generally dissatisfied with their party. Accordingly, some Republican senators had electoral 
incentives to distance themselves from their party. However, political parties provide strong 
incentives for senators to demonstrate party loyalty in their voting records. Most of the 
senators faced conflicting pressures as they approached the 2008 elections.
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Incumbent candidates usually have an advantage in Senate elections.
• 1990-2008: 87% of incumbent senators running for reelection won.

If an incumbent won with a narrow margin in the last election or if the incumbent faces an 
unfavorable electoral climate, the incumbent is more likely to face a strong challenger.
• Individual donors and the political parties will funnel money into the race. Less money will flow to the 

campaign if potential donors expect the incumbent to win easily.
• Successful challengers are well-known by Election Day and have often held another elected office.
• Defeated incumbents are evaluated less favorably.

Incumbent senators tend to have a heightened response to electoral threats.
• Senators’ activities receive greater coverage by the media and greater attention from the public compared 

to representatives’ activities in the House.
• Senators only seek reelection every six years.
• These factors create a great deal of uncertainty as senators approach reelection.

Senators act strategically to minimize threats to future electoral success.
• Senators try to cast “explainable” votes, avoiding votes that would anger important constituents.
• Challengers often attempt to cast the incumbent as too ideologically extreme for the constituency. An 

incumbent wants to avoid providing the challenger with evidence for these claims.

Senators may also be interested in leadership positions within the Senate or their party.
• One way senators attain these positions is through continued demonstration of party loyalty.

Partisan demands may conflict with electoral pressures.
• Senators should exhibit party loyalty to the extent possible without threatening future electoral success.

The balance an individual senator strikes between partisan behavior and electoral success 
varies depending on their constituency and their proximity to the next election.
• If the senator’s constituents support the senator’s party, the senator is not punished for partisanship.
• If the senator represents a moderate constituency, extreme behavior can have electoral consequences.
• Generally, incumbent senators display lower party loyalty in years when they are seeking reelection.

Political and economic conditions can have significant effects on Senate elections.
• If conditions seem to favor one party, that party will tend to offer more strong challengers.
• If voters are discontent with government’s performance, they tend to punish the president’s party.

In 2008, Republican Senate incumbents faced a disadvantageous political environment.
• The economy plummeted. The U.S. remained engaged in an unpopular war.
• Republican President George W. Bush averaged an approval rating of 27% in 2008.

Republican Senate incumbents in 2008 were more likely to face strong challengers.
• 5 Republican senators decided to retire rather than run for reelection.
• 5 of the 16 Republicans that chose to run were defeated. All Democratic incumbents were reelected.

4 The Senate is divided into three classes. Only one class (one-third of senators) goes up for reelection in a given election 
cycle. While the class up for election would include all full-term incumbents running for reelection, it also includes retiring 
senators whose numbers could slightly distort some findings.

Hypotheses
1. Senate incumbents running for reelection in 2008 will display less party loyalty in 2007 

and 2008 than senators not up for reelection.
2. Given the political climate in 2008, Republican Senate incumbents will display less party 

loyalty than Democratic Senate incumbents.
Method
I used mean comparisons of the average party unity scores within the following groups: all senators in the 
110th Congress (2007-2008), full-term incumbents running in 2008, and senators not running in 2008 (or 
not running after a full 6-year term). I subdivided these groups by party (Democratic and Republican). I 
compared means for both 2007 and 2008.

Results

• Republican senators running for reelection
in 2008 had lower party unity scores on average compared to Republicans not running.
2007: 0.7 points below other Republicans; 4.6% below the Senate average.
2008: 1.7 points below other Republicans; 3.3% below the Senate average.

• Democratic senators running for reelection in 2008 had virtually the same party unity scores on average 
as other Democratic senators in both 2007 and 2008.

• The average party unity scores of Republican senators were lower than those of Democratic senators.
2007: Republican average was 7.3 points lower than Democratic average, 4.1% below Senate average.
2008: Republican average was 3.7 points lower than Democratic average, 2.0% below Senate average.

I analyze patterns in senators’ partisan behavior in several ways, focusing on the interplay 
between senators’ electoral and partisan incentives using the following data:
Party Unity Scores from Congressional Quarterly
• Party unity scores act as a measure of party loyalty.
• These scores are based on senators’ roll-call votes when the majority of senators from one party vote 

against the majority of senators from the other party. A senator’s party unity score is the percentage of 
these votes during a given year in which that senator voted with his/her party2.

• A higher party unity score reflects higher party loyalty.
• A senator’s party unity scores are omitted from analyses if he/she was present for less than 75% of 

scored roll-call votes.

Competitiveness Index
• To measure competitiveness in Senate

races, I created a 3-point scale based on
the incumbent’s vote margins in 2002
and 2008, candidate and party spending
in 2008, and the strength of the
challenger (i.e. whether or not they
have held elected office)3: 
Category 1 – Competitive: Incumbents in competitive races were either defeated or reelected with a 

single-digit margin. These races involved significant campaign spending and usually quality challengers.
Category 2 – Somewhat Competitive: Generally, incumbents in somewhat competitive races won by a 

margin of 10-25 points in races that attracted some party spending.
Category 3 – Safe Seat: Incumbents in safe seats won by 20+-point margins against weak challengers.

Basic information about senators comes from the U.S. Senate website.

PROJECT AND DATA

COMPETITIVE RACES AND PARTY LOYALTY

Hypotheses
1. Senate incumbents running for reelection in 2008 will exhibit less party loyalty as the 

competitiveness of their Senate races increases.
2. Differences in party loyalty based on competitiveness will emerge before 2008, 

especially as President Bush’s popularity declines.
Method
I used mean comparisons of average party unity scores within each category in the Competitiveness Index. 
I completed these mean comparisons in every year of the senators’ terms (2003-2008).

Results

PARTY LOYALTY 1991-2008

Hypotheses
1. The class of senators next up for election will exhibit less party loyalty than the other 2 

classes.
2. The class of Republican/Democratic senators next up for reelection should display less 

party loyalty than Republican/Democratic senators on average.
Method
Again I used mean comparisons of average party scores, this time dividing senators by their class4. I also 
compared within parties. I completed mean comparisons for every year from 1991-2008. To facilitate 
useful comparison across years, I analyzed class scores based on percentage variation from the average 
party unity score of the party or Senate as a whole in each year thereby eliminating differences that would 
emerge from cross-year changes in the average party unity score for the party/entire Senate.

Results

• The average party unity score of the class up for election was below the average party unity score for 
the entire Senate in 16 of 18 years.
Average of the class up for election was lower than those of the other 2 classes in 15 of 18 years.
1991-2008: 18-year average of the class up for election was 1.8% lower than Senate’s overall average.

• The average party unity score of Republicans in the class up for election was below the average party 
unity score for Republicans in 15 of 18 years.
Average of these Republicans was lower than those of the other 2 classes in 10 of 18 years.
1991-2008: 18-year average of the class of Republicans up for election was 2.0% lower than 

Republicans’ overall average.
• The average party unity score of Democrats in the class up for election was below the average party 

unity score for Democrats in 13 of 18 years.
Average of these Democrats was lower than those of the other 2 classes in 10 of 18 years.
1991-2008: 18-year average of the class of Democrats up for election was 1.5% lower than 

Democrats’ overall average.

Conclusions
1. The class of senators up for election exhibited less party loyalty than classes not up for 

election in most years from 1991 to 2008.
2. Within parties, the class of Republican/Democratic senators up for election displayed 

less party loyalty than Republican/Democratic senators on average in most years.
3. Democratic senators up for election exhibited more party loyalty than their Republican 

counterparts.

DISCUSSION

Electoral pressures affect partisan behavior.
• The 3 analyses show that senators running for reelection display less party loyalty on average compared 

to those not running and that decreases in party loyalty are more pronounced when senators face more 
competitive races.

• This project is one of the first to test models of partisan behavior and electoral pressures with 2008 data, 
but the conclusions reached from this data seem consistent with past studies on Senate elections.

Future Projects
• These findings show that more research on partisan behavior in the U.S. Senate is necessary.
• The Competitiveness Index can be applied to senators in other elections to test if the negative 

relationship between party loyalty and competitiveness holds more generally.
• I plan to compare senators in other cycles according to whether they are running to provide an analysis 

of the relationship between electoral pressures and partisan behavior over time.
• I plan to further explore the influence of presidential approval, macroeconomic conditions, and other 

conditions and assess on which issues electorally vulnerable senators are most likely to defect.
• This work should be updated following the 2010 Senate elections.

• 2008: Sizeable gaps between average party unity scores occur between each competitiveness category.
Average party unity score was highest for Category 3 – Safe Seats and lowest for Category 1 –

Competitive, with Category 2 – Somewhat Competitive in between.
The gaps were 4.3 points between Categories 1 and 2 and 9.4 points between Categories 2 and 3.

• All three categories began in the 108th Congress (2003-2004) with almost identical average party scores.
• Gaps between the categories emerged as the 2008 election approached.
2005: Gap of 3.7 points emerged between Categories 2 and 3.
2004: Gap of 2.4 points emerged between Categories 1 and 2.

• The range of the category party unity score averages increased from 2004 to 2008.
The range became successively larger, increasing from 0.8 points in 2004 to 13.8 points in 2008.

Conclusions
1. The party loyalty of incumbent senators running for reelection in 2008 decreased as 

competitiveness increased.
2. Competiveness-based gaps in party loyalty emerged 3-4 years into senators’ terms.
3. The range between categories of competitiveness grew as incumbent senators 

approached election.
4. At the beginning of terms, there was virtually no difference in party loyalty.
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1 Full-term incumbents are incumbents that have served a full 6-year term in the U.S. Senate. Sen. Roger Wicker (R-MS) and 
Sen. John Barrasso (R-WY) were appointed after the 2006 Senate elections thus they had to run in special elections in 2008. 
However, their status as partial-term incumbents presents different considerations than full-term incumbents thus they are 
omitted from analyses of incumbent Senate candidates.

2 Sen. Jim Jeffords (VT) was omitted from party-based calculations from 2001-2006 since he was not affiliated with either 
major party. Sen. Joseph Lieberman (CT) and Sen. Bernie Sanders (VT) are grouped with Democrats.

3 Data comes from Congressional Quarterly, National Journal’s Almanac of American Politics, and OpenSecrets.org.

• In 2007 and 2008, full-term incumbents 
running in the next election had lower 
party unity scores on average when 
compared to those not running in 2008.
The average party unity score of 

senators running was 1.5 points lower 
than that of the rest of the Senate in 
2007 and 1.4 points lower in 2008.
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Figure 3. Party Unity Scores by Competitiveness 2003-2008
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Figure 1. Party Unity Scores - Running vs. Not Running
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Figure 4. Party Unity Scores - Class Up for Election 1991-2008
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