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Introduction

In the early morning hours of October 23, 2019, the plans for a partisan con-
frontation began to emerge. Hard-line House Republicans, furious that Demo-
crats were impeaching Donald Trump (for the first time), began a coordinated 
messaging campaign on Twitter.1 They accused Adam Schiff (D-CA), the chair 
of the House Intelligence Committee, of deposing witnesses in secret. In fact, 
members of both parties were participating in the depositions, but the leak on 
October 22 of acting Ambassador to Ukraine Bill Taylor’s damning testimony 
of a Ukrainian quid pro quo sparked some 30 House Republicans into engi-
neering a distraction. According to them, Schiff, a Democrat they had spent 
weeks vilifying, was holed up in a room in the Capitol basement, building his 
case against the president in secret.

Even before sunrise, their plan was clear. Steve Scalise (R-LA), the minor-
ity whip, blessed and participated in their stunt by reposting Bob Aderholt’s 
(R-AL) complaint that “this impeachment process is literally being con-
ducted in the basement of the Capitol, behind closed doors, to keep you from 
seeing what is taking place. It is a mockery! #StopTheSchiffShow” (Scalise 
2019). Other Republicans adopted the #StopTheSchiffShow hashtag, and at 
12:50 p.m., Paul Gosar (R-AZ) announced that he was “joining [Matt Gaetz 
(R-FL)] and other colleagues this morning demanding transparency in this 
sham impeachment inquiry” (Gosar 2019). Other Republicans quickly echoed 
Gosar and, following the same talking points, used nearly the exact same lan-
guage in publicly laying out their plans.2

To someone watching from the House gallery, though, the day began just 
like any other in Congress, with representatives from both parties conduct-
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ing business as usual. At 10:00 a.m., Bobby Rush (D-IL) called the House of 
Representatives to order. During the morning hour speeches, Betty McCol-
lum (D-MN) demanded that Washington’s NFL team change its name and 
Rodney Davis (R-IL) eulogized his friend and constituent Thomas Tracy Jr. 
Beneath the mundane daily speeches and procedures on the House floor, the 
hyper-partisanship that defines the contemporary Congress was roiling just 
under the surface.

This description is not purely metaphorical. Somewhere in the basement 
below the House chamber is a sensitive compartmented information facility 
(SCIF), in which the House Intelligence, Foreign Affairs, and Oversight Com-
mittees were deposing Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense Laura Cooper as 
part of Donald Trump’s first impeachment. Around 11:00 a.m., approximately 
30 House Republicans, as they promised on social media, entered the secure 
room and disrupted Cooper’s testimony.

The partisan bickering over this saga quickly metastasized. Democrats 
accused Republicans not only of disrupting the deposition and intimidating 
a witness but also of compromising national security by bringing their cell 
phones into a SCIF. The Republicans pivoted, claiming that Mark Meadows 
(R-NC), Trump’s future chief of staff, had collected their phones and taken 
them out of the room and that the tweets they apparently sent from within the 
SCIF were actually sent by staff.3 By the end of the day, Democrats were con-
demning Republicans for endangering the country’s national security and par-
ticipating in a charade. The nearly three dozen Republican disrupters cheered 
their own exploit, claiming they had pulled back the curtain on Democrats’ 
secret hearings.

Media reports from the day took a somewhat breathless tone.4 The AFP 
International Text Wire headline and article lead, reproduced for audiences 
in Spanish, French, and Portuguese around the world, described Republicans 
as storming the room (Mathes 2019). The Associated Press depicted a “cha-
otic scene” (Balsamo and Jalonick 2019). Cable TV shows, and their panel-
ists, all had something to say about the SCIF incident. On Fox News’s Lou 
Dobbs Tonight, the event was evidence that Republicans were ready to fight 
for Trump (Dobbs and Roberts 2019). Other shows, like The Lead with Jake 
Tapper on CNN, focused on the cell phone–related national security concerns 
(Tapper 2019). Rachel Maddow began her primetime MSNBC show by tell-
ing the audience that “this was—this is one of those days, this was another 
one of those days, right, not just a lot of news or just, you know, fast-moving 
news, but shocking and jarring developments one after the other. By the end of 
the day, like, just feel like too much, right? This is overstimulation” (Maddow 
2019). International news outlets, in the United Kingdom, Canada, and even 
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Bahrain, all ran their own news stories about the event. Multiple Washington 
Post opinion columnists devoted their next day’s columns to it. In total, hun-
dreds of news outlets in the US and around the world, via the wire services or 
their own original reporting, covered what happened in the Capitol basement.

For someone hearing about these events for the first time, a natural reac-
tion would be that the SCIF incident ignited a partisan dispute that roared 
through Congress. In reality, it was one of many partisan quarrels that day. 
Before Republicans marched into the Capitol basement, Democrats fumed 
that Trump had called his impeachment a lynching the day before. While 
those 30 or so Republicans occupied the SCIF, other congressional Democrats 
excoriated the president for his Syria, family separation, and healthcare poli-
cies. They lambasted their Republican colleagues for not advancing election 
security legislation and for misrepresenting how their recently passed tax cuts 
affected the economy. Other Republicans not in the SCIF alleged that Demo-
crats were socialists and hypocrites, that they were pursuing partisan solutions 
on issues like prescription drug pricing, and that they were harming America 
by not voting on the United States–Mexico–Canada Agreement trade deal. 
These were only some of the partisan clashes from that day.

The partisan events from October 23 are notable for two reasons. First, 
although it seems like that day was some exhausting low point of partisan bick-
ering, in fact, it was a fairly normal day. The SCIF disruption was unusual, 
which is why Republicans thought it would be effective, but headline-catching 
partisan stunts from both parties are relatively common. Such a level and tone 
of partisanship, on a wide range of topics, is typical fare on Capitol Hill. What 
is notable, and what the events of October 23 reveal, is the sheer volume of 
partisanship that permeates Congress every day. Members are constantly try-
ing to politicize issues by framing them in partisan terms. This includes hot-
button issues like impeachment, healthcare, and immigration and the more 
mundane ones such as the debt limit, the interpretation of the monthly jobs 
report, and claims that a political party upholds an important American ideal.

Indeed, the relatively brief media frenzy around the SCIF incident high-
lights how fleeting these partisan disputes are. Later that week, House Demo-
crats released the articles of impeachment against Trump. Talk of the October 
23 “chaos” nearly disappeared from public discussion. It mostly became a line 
used by Democrats to discredit Republicans’ impeachment-related antics 
in TV interviews.5 Republicans mostly stopped talking about it, with a few 
reminding voters about the incident in their press releases denouncing the 
articles of impeachment. By early November, the incident almost entirely dis-
appeared from public discourse.

Second, the vast majority of this politicization happens “off the record.” It is 
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not cosponsored, introduced, and voted on as a bill or debated in speeches on 
the House or Senate floors. Take the SCIF incident. No bills were introduced 
and no votes were taken to sanction the Republicans who participated. The 
congressional record includes few mentions of it. Only Ron Wright (R-TX) 
took to the House floor on October 23 bragging about what he and his fellow 
Republicans had accomplished. The next day, Chuck Schumer (D-NY), the 
Senate minority leader, briefly mentioned it in a speech. After that, the inci-
dent almost entirely disappeared from the congressional record. Yet another 
very clear, comprehensive record of the incident exists. The buildup, stunt, 
and reaction are carefully cataloged through members’ statements, mostly 
on social media. From the early morning posts in which Republicans outlined 
their plans, to their alleged posts from within the SCIF, to the Democrats’ 
furious reactions that afternoon, we can closely track this partisan dispute.

More broadly, the events of October 23 epitomize what congressional 
observers mean when they describe a hyper-partisan legislature. Lawmakers, 
split into their respective partisan teams, take nearly every opportunity to 
improve their side’s brand while tarnishing the other party. Sometimes this 
means adding a partisan dimension to ideological disagreements. To Demo-
crats, the 2017 GOP-written tax cuts became the GOP tax scam. Republicans 
rebranded the Affordable Care Act as Obamacare, and Democrats returned 
the favor, calling the attempted repeal Trumpcare. Other times, the bickering 
is nonideological. High-profile events, like Trump’s impeachments and the 
Benghazi hearings used to tarnish Hillary Clinton’s reputation, and low-profile 
ones, such as concerns about the Secret Service staying at Trump-owned 
properties, become wrapped up in partisan bickering. The result is a constant 
drumbeat of Democrats and Republicans arguing about issues big and small.

This book’s purpose is to understand the causes and consequences of 
this daily partisan behavior in which legislators are engaging. To do so, we 
develop a theory of legislators’ partisanship. Our argument is that a law-
maker’s partisan actions help them achieve two of their goals—winning 
reelection and becoming more politically influential. In appealing to voters, 
lawmakers adopt partisan personas that reflect their district’s preferences 
and help burnish their party’s collective reputation. Once in office, their par-
tisan behavior supports their party’s collective goal of gaining or maintaining 
majority status. But it has an individual component as well. For politically 
ambitious members, winning party and committee leadership races requires 
that they win support from their fellow copartisans in the House or Senate. 
Being a good team player is a prerequisite for winning the rank and file’s 
favor, so candidates for these roles increase their partisan behavior to show 
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that they can be relied on to support the party. Aspirants for higher office 
follow a similar practice by raising their partisan profiles in order to appeal 
to the extended party network that they hope will support their candidacy. 
Put simply, a member’s partisan persona reflects both voter demands and 
their ambitions to become more politically powerful.

We argue that any excessive partisan behavior from lawmakers in pursu-
ing these goals comes with minimal consequences. Although members from 
the other party may not like strong partisans, these members are constantly 
looking for partners to legislate with and are generally willing to ignore some-
one’s behavior as long as that person possesses a shared interest. At the bal-
lot box, some voters may penalize excessive partisan behavior. But we argue 
that even if incumbents lose some vote share, for most legislators the price is 
more nuisance than real electoral concern. As we show later in the book, only 
those representing the most competitive districts risk losing their seats for 
such conduct. Consequently, we argue that lawmakers are mostly free to act 
as partisan as they like.

To test our argument, we create a new measure of members’ partisanship. 
We calculate lawmakers’ partisan intensity, which is the “time and . . . effort 
they devote” to partisan activities (Hall 1996, 3). Our approach differs from 
previous research that uses votes, speeches, or bill cosponsorships to study 
legislators’ “revealed preferences” of partisanship (3). Our intensity measure 
is based on lawmakers’ Twitter posts and allows us to examine congressional 
partisanship in a detailed and comprehensive manner not afforded by other 
preference-based data sources.

By quantifying partisanship this way, we show that it differs a great deal 
among members and that this variation is predictable. Partisan intensity 
changes as legislators work to build their personal and their party’s political 
brands. As such, increases are associated with seat safety, majority party sta-
tus, small majorities, and membership in the party opposite the president. 
However, legislators’ personal ambitions also affect their partisanship. To get 
ahead in contemporary Washington, DC, legislators need to show that they 
are good team players. Ambitious members who hold or seek leadership posi-
tions appeal to their copartisan officeholders, their constituents on Capitol 
Hill, by raising their partisan intensity. Those running for higher office also 
act more partisan to display their partisan bona fides to the extended party 
network, upon whose electoral support they rely. Once lawmakers no longer 
need to present themselves as reliable team players, because they lost their 
leadership race or they are no longer running for higher office, they decrease 
their partisanship.
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Unlike their ideology, legislators’ partisan intensity fluctuates. Yet, for 
most members, raising or lowering their intensity is not a problem. We find 
that strong partisans receive less cooperation from opposition copartisans 
early in the legislative process; however, partisan intensity is not associated 
with their legislative effectiveness. On Election Day, stronger partisans pay an 
electoral price, but it is small and one that almost all members can afford. We 
also do not find consequences to being a reluctant team player. Lower partisan 
intensities are not associated with attracting primary challengers. Instead, we 
show that voters strongly prefer negatively toned partisan rhetoric and that by 
shifting to more bickering, legislators can recover any electoral penalty they 
incur for their excessive partisanship.

Our results present a clear and novel explanation for why some lawmakers 
are constantly politicizing issues while others are less willing to do so. Mem-
bers use partisanship to help them stay in Washington, DC, and to become 
more influential once there. They need to show that they are good team players 
to many of their voters—and ambitious lawmakers need to do the same to their 
copartisans and to the extended party network. Adopting a more partisan 
persona is not a consequence-free action, but for most legislators, it presents 
a reasonable trade-off. The effect of fewer cosponsors on their bills from the 
other party and a slightly smaller vote share on Election Day is a price most 
members are willing to pay to enter the party leadership ranks, lead a commit-
tee, or run for higher office.

For reformers who worry about excessive partisanship poisoning the 
legislative process, our findings are concerning. Getting ahead in Congress 
demands that members be good team players who are willing to politicize 
issues to score political points. Moreover, the consequences for this behav-
ior are the opposite of what many congressional observers might hope for. 
Voters reward negatively toned bickering but not positively toned partisan 
cheerleading. At the ballot box, the electoral penalty is minimal, and legisla-
tors can recoup it by attacking the other party more frequently. Members from 
the other party do not ostracize strong partisans during the legislative pro-
cess. Despite that politicizers are less likely to work collaboratively, the ideas 
they push are regularly passed. Put simply, the incentives are heavily stacked 
toward higher, negatively toned partisan intensities.

Yet, to the extent that partisanship is a problem, our study also offers clear 
remedies to reining in its excesses. Members from safe seats respond to their 
partisan voters by bickering with the other party. Ambitious members appeal 
to their copartisans in the same way. As such, two institutional remedies can 
lower the partisan temperature in Congress. More competitive districts are 
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associated with lower partisan intensity. Changing House committee leaders’ 
within-Congress constituents from the party caucuses/conferences to another 
group, like committee members, would reduce the partisan demands on those 
ambitious members. Some congressional partisanship is inevitable and is not 
necessarily bad. Its excesses and the politicization it creates, however, can be 
problematic. Right now, the incentives are clearly tilted toward extreme levels. 
That said, our analysis shows that both electoral and institutional changes can 
make a difference.

The Importance of Partisanship

The case for studying partisanship is often an institutional one. Congress 
watchers worry that this sort of behavior affects the legislature’s ability to func-
tion. Certainly this is an important concern, and we make the case for it as 
motivation for our research below, but it is not the most important reason to 
write about this topic. Instead, studying partisanship is essential for behavioral 
reasons, namely, how it affects the citizenry.

Political scientists who study Americans’ political behavior consistently 
show that today Democratic and Republican citizens are split along any num-
ber of dimensions. Their views on issues have diverged (“The Partisan Divide 
on Political Values Grows Even Wider” 2017). Their attitudes toward one 
another have soured (Iyengar et al. 2019), and their social circles have become 
more politically homogenous (“The Partisan Divide on Political Values Grows 
Even Wider” 2017; Huber and Malhotra 2017). Even issues or situations that 
begin with no political content become politicized, with Republicans holding 
one view and Democrats the other (Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky 2021; 
Nyhan 2014; Baum 2011). This can even extend beyond policy or cultural pref-
erences, as a partisan divide often emerges concerning facts themselves (Ger-
ber and Huber 2010).6 For many, their partisan affiliation has become a social 
identity that colors their views of politics and policy, culture, the state of the 
world, and their fellow citizens (Mason 2018).

Just as these partisan schisms have been carefully documented, researchers 
have shown that people do not just decide on their own that Democrats will 
take one side of an issue and Republicans the other. Rather, these divides are 
created by a top-down information exchange from political elites to the public 
(Wang and Klar 2022). People use their party as a heuristic when evaluating 
information, which affects their opinions and attitudes in a wide range of set-
tings. When voting, party labels are important cues for voters, especially in 
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low information environments (Garlick 2015; Schaffner and Streb 2002). Citi-
zens use partisan endorsements to formulate their opinions on issues (Barber 
and Pope 2019; Hill and Huber 2019; Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013; 
Slothuus 2010; Pink et al. 2021). This effect is even more pronounced in con-
temporary politics, since the parties are polarized and voters perceive a variety 
of issues as central to partisan conflict (Slothuus and de Vreese 2010; Druck-
man, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013). Even different perceptions between par-
tisans that often flip when control of the presidency shifts between the parties, 
such as views on the economy or whether the country is on the right track, are 
driven by frames disseminated by partisan elites (Bisgaard and Slothuus 2018).

Put simply, nature does not make voters from different parties disagree. 
Politicians do so by politicizing issues. One of the most common ways this 
occurs is by framing a topic in partisan terms. Political elites will say their party 
is for X while the other party, who is obviously wrong, is for Y. To the extent 
that politicians, through partisan framing, affect peoples’ opinions, an impor-
tant question is, Which politicians are doing this? And why? Who wants citi-
zens to view the world through blue- or red-tinted glasses and who does not?

To date, few studies systematically examine which officials politicize our 
politics. Some recent research begins taking steps in this direction (Gelman 
and Wilson 2021; Russell 2021a), but it is mostly descriptive. A common retort 
is that this question does not need to be studied because all politicians engage 
in this behavior. Yet, as we show in chapter 3 and as others consistently find 
(Mann and Ornstein 2012; Russell 2018; Gelman 2020b; Sinclair 2006), this 
simply is not the case. In Congress, some legislators are much more partisan 
than others. Describing who these legislators are and what motivates their 
behavior is essential to understanding who tries to politicize nearly everything 
in our politics. Political scientists have clearly shown the consequences of this 
behavior on the public. We seek to explain who traffics in this kind of rhetoric 
and to what end.

In addition to the compelling behavioral argument, the more traditional 
institutional reasons for studying partisanship are valuable as well. Today’s 
Congress is a polarized, hyper-partisan place. In explaining how Congress has 
moved away from the mid-20th century’s decentralized, textbook version to 
its modern version, the dominant explanation has been ideological polariza-
tion. Although we do not dispute this cause’s contribution to creating today’s 
more centralized, divisive Congress, we argue that much of the day-to-day 
conflict on Capitol Hill over the last generation is pure partisanship, increas-
ingly divorced from ideology.

This is not a new phenomenon. For instance, take Newt Gingrich’s rise 
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through the Republican leadership ranks. Gingrich was certainly conservative, 
but he “was much more flexible than ideologically rigid” (Mann and Ornstein 
2012, 33). His strategy for gaining power in his party and winning the House 
majority centered on partisan confrontation, not selling conservative ideas. 
Gingrich, and his Republican acolytes, avoided cooperating with Democrats, 
smeared them as corrupt, and sought conflict whenever possible. Some of 
these tactics had the veneer of policy content. Gingrich famously railed in 
floor speeches that Democrats were soft on communism. A good deal of these 
tactics did not. In 1994, Gingrich “instructed [Republican congressional candi-
dates] to use certain words when talking about the Democratic enemy: betray, 
bizarre, decay, anti-flag, anti-family, pathetic, lie, cheat, radical, sick, traitors, 
and more” (Mann and Ornstein 2012, 39). Understanding Gingrich’s politics, 
his rise to power, and his effect on the House means viewing him principally 
as a partisan, not an ideologue.

Similarly, the contemporary Congress is often better understood through 
a partisan lens rather than an ideological one. Major political disputes, like 
Hillary Clinton’s use of a private email server or Donald Trump’s impeach-
ments, devolved into pure partisan politics. There is no liberal or conserva-
tive stance on those disputes as ideological issues. Rather than addressing the 
issues on their merits, legislators almost always determined their positions by 
whether they happened to be a Democrat or a Republican. Common negotiat-
ing strategies, like Mitch McConnell’s (R-KY) now widely used approach of 
starving the opposition of bipartisan legislative victories, have no ideological 
underpinnings. Lee (2009) moves beyond anecdotes and finds evidence that 
a great deal of legislative conflict comes from the parties acting as teams, not 
from disagreement over policy.

This hyper-partisan environment has changed how Congress operates. It 
incentivizes constant confrontation, which affects Congress’s agenda, the bill 
development process, and the way the chambers work (Gelman 2020a; Curry 
2015; Sinclair 2016).7 Partisan warriors have torn at the Senate’s conciliatory 
fabric (Theriault 2013, 2015), and for many members, scoring political points 
has become a daily imperative.

For congressional reformers, both the institutional and the behavioral 
cases for understanding this behavior should be compelling. Political observ-
ers and lawmakers cite rampant partisanship as a problem afflicting Capitol 
Hill (Dingell 2014; Zapler 2012). The complaints, including their causes and 
consequences, may vary, but a common underlying theme is that partisanship, 
not ideological polarization, often stands in the way of cooperation. In this 
telling, negotiating a compromise is possible, but hyper-partisan legislators 
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politicize issues and frame conflict as between the two parties. Consequently, 
a potential deal stops being politically viable, even if more compromising 
members could have set aside their differences. To the extent that politiciz-
ers are affecting what Congress can accomplish, then just as it is important to 
identify the ideologues and their influence, which has produced a mountain of 
research, it is important to identify the partisans and the motivation for their 
behavior.

In addition to their concerns about legislative gridlock, reformers worry 
about the politicization of issues among the public. As we discuss above, 
researchers have convincingly shown that political elites, including lawmak-
ers, drive this behavior. Studies on messaging politics show that among mem-
bers this emphasis on politicization is increasing and coming at the expense 
of expertise building (Crosson et al. 2021). For most members, partisan mes-
saging has become a dominant daily activity that far outstrips the time they 
spend attempting to legislate (Gelman 2018). Put simply, members are spend-
ing more time and effort trying to politicize issues, and that trend shows no 
sign of abating. To the extent that this politicization is a concern, then a first 
step to addressing it is better understanding what benefit members get from it.

Our Approach to Studying Partisanship

Congressional partisanship is a well-trodden subject. However, there is a great 
deal that we do not know or that we have contradictory results for that need 
more exploration. Our research approach includes three features that, in com-
bination, present a fresh and clarifying perspective on this topic.

First, we carefully define what “partisan behavior” is and what it is not. In 
doing so, we disentangle a term too often used as a catchall from other dis-
tinct concepts such as “partisan polarization” and “incivility.” Partisanship is 
when legislators support their party or oppose the other party. It arises due 
to “competing political interests” (Lee 2009, 3) and manifests when members 
seek to advantage their side, usually at the expense of the opposition. Mem-
bers are being partisan when their actions benefit their party at the expense 
of the other party. We operationalize this concept through rhetorical analysis 
of members’ Twitter posts, classifying a tweet as partisan if it creates a party-
based frame that supports their party or attacks the other party. We use terms 
like “partisanship,” “partisan intensity,” “partisan demeanor,” and “partisan 
persona” synonymously and are referring to the frequency that lawmakers use 
these party-based frames.
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Second, we examine individual members of Congress, not parties (Lee 
2009, 2016; Koger and Lebo 2017; Gelman 2020a), leaders ( Jenkins and Mon-
roe 2012), specific legislative cohorts (Theriault 2013; Ragusa 2016; Sinclair 
2006), or case studies tracking how important events have increased partisan-
ship over time (Smith 2014; Mann and Ornstein 2012; Sinclair 2006). This is 
a departure from the excellent studies that explain how parties work together 
as teams or how some particular group of lawmakers contributes to partisan 
quarreling. That said, we take insights from this research and apply it to under-
stand legislators’ behavior. For example, Lee’s (2009, 2016) theory of parti-
san teamsmanship contends that members’ linked electoral fates, due to their 
party affiliation, encourage them to stick together on issues to build a stronger 
partisan brand. The idea that members work in teams is foundational to the 
argument later in the book.

Other political scientists have studied lawmakers’ partisanship, but the 
third difference in our approach is how we measure this concept. A common 
strategy to understanding partisan behavior is to examine who is willing to 
break with their party and work with legislators from the other side of the 
aisle (“Bipartisan Index” 2021; Harbridge 2015; Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and 
Wiseman 2023; Lawless, Theriault, and Guthrie 2018). These studies of bipar-
tisanship, which often imply that partisanship is some natural state that mem-
bers overcome when working together, are problematic for studying partisan 
behavior for a few reasons. They assume that partisanship and bipartisanship 
are opposites. As we discuss in chapter 3, that is not necessarily the case. Usu-
ally these studies use votes or bill cosponsorships to construct their measure of 
bipartisanship, which weakly proxies for a member’s partisan behavior. More 
importantly, these data are preference based, whereas a better measure is an 
intensity-based one. Other studies use different vote-based measures, like 
party unity scores (Carson et al. 2010). These suffer from the same problems, 
being weak proxies and only measuring revealed preferences, not behavioral 
intensity.

Additionally, we do not analyze an area that others have shown is an impor-
tant aspect of modern partisan behavior: incumbents’ donation and contribu-
tion strategies. On Capitol Hill and in the political science literature, it is com-
mon knowledge that money is related to being a good partisan team player. 
Leaders fundraise on behalf of the rank and file and donate generously to their 
campaigns (Currinder 2008). Those aspiring for higher positions on commit-
tees or in the party leadership structure strategically donate to win their copar-
tisans’ support (Currinder 2003; Heberling and Larson 2012; Kanthak 2007; 
Deering and Wahlbeck 2006; Green and Harris 2019). The parties themselves 
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ask members to pay dues to their campaign arms, and members are open about 
party pressure to constantly fundraise and distribute those funds to vulner-
able colleagues (Nocera 2014; Buck and Blankschaen 2017; Franken 2017). 
Put simply, we know that money functions as a partisan tool for promotion-
seeking behavior, including building loyalty among one’s copartisans. Given 
these findings, we choose not to focus on the link between partisanship, fund-
raising, and power-seeking behavior. Instead, we explore other important but 
less studied consequences of members’ partisanship.

Partisan Intensity

Our approach follows recent research that uses social media posts, specifically 
from Twitter, to measure lawmakers’ partisanship. Russell (2018, 2020) has 
examined senators’ partisan tweets, and our previous research has explored 
partisan behavior on Twitter more broadly (Gelman 2020b; Gelman and Wil-
son 2021). Unlike other data sources, social media allows us to measure an 
individual member’s partisan intensity, by directly measuring the time and 
effort they devote to supporting their party. Other methods only capture par-
tisan preferences, which is just a member’s position on the issue. These differ-
ent conceptual approaches produce different patterns in partisan behavior.

For instance, consider how measures of partisan intensity and preferences 
capture one of the most contentious issues in Congress today: judicial nomina-
tions. A preference-based measure weights all votes the same and can produce 
misleading conclusions. Just by counting votes, we might infer that Howard 
C. Nielson Jr.’s straight party line confirmation to the US district court in Utah 
created more partisan conflict than Brett Kavanaugh’s Supreme Court nomi-
nation, during which two senators voted against their party’s dominant posi-
tion. Of course, Nielson’s confirmation was much less contentious. Senators 
spent months sparring over Kavanaugh’s nomination. It dominated politics for 
weeks once sexual assault allegations against him became public. Nielson was 
confirmed with barely a partisan peep from either side.

Measuring a member’s partisan intensity with social media posts allows us 
to explore partisanship in a way that was not possible with previous research. 
We can assess differences in this behavior that is independent of leadership 
arm-twisting, agenda-setting effects, and rules about when members can 
speak on the floor. Unlike votes or cosponsorships, we can measure partisan-
ship’s tone and lawmakers’ reactions to the continual stream of clashes that 
never reach the House or Senate floor. Put simply, partisan intensity allows us 
to study congressional partisanship much more comprehensively.
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Scope, External Validity, and Overview

Our study covers three congressional terms, from 2015 through 2020 (the 
114th through the 116th Congress), which include the final two years of 
Barack Obama’s presidency and nearly all of Trump’s first term. As a conse-
quence, this book describes contemporary partisanship in the US Congress. 
We use Twitter posts by members of Congress to create our measures of par-
tisan intensity that form the basis of our analyses throughout the book.

Using six years of data on a social media platform that has since dramati-
cally changed raises important questions about our study’s scope and external 
validity. Is this book about a very specific moment in American politics? And 
can this tell us anything else about politics beyond this time and place? When 
we began writing this book, we did so with the view that our argument has 
some exportability beyond what American politicians posted on Twitter in 
2017, so we will spend a few pages here explaining our thinking.

We limit the project’s scope to this specific time period and social media 
platform for practical reasons. Although it seems commonplace as we write 
now, social media use among legislators, including on Twitter/X, is a recent 
phenomenon. Not until 2015, when our data begins, was Twitter’s use ubiqui-
tous among members (Golbeck, Grimes, and Rogers 2010; Straus et al. 2014). 
We use Twitter data because, for this brief moment, it was the central loca-
tion where legislators sent easily accessed public messages and often inter-
acted with one another.8 Donald Trump’s reliance on Twitter during this first 
presidential term amplified its importance, as it was the place that he often 
announced new policies (usually without warning).

This social media hub for congressional communications was short-lived. 
In 2022, Elon Musk purchased Twitter and rebranded it as X. After the change 
in ownership and by 2024, congressional Democrats had largely moved on 
from the platform, no longer making it a useful place to study all legislators’ 
partisan behavior (Elkind 2024).9 The upshot is that for six years, we have 
excellent social media data—ubiquitous, public, accessible, and comparable—
that allows us to examine the partisan personas that lawmakers cultivate.

One of the most common adages of our times is that social media is not real 
life. Even though it was an important place as American politics unfolded in 
the 2010s, it is true that for most people Twitter wasn’t real life or even part of 
their life. It is well documented that most of the public never used it and that 
its user base tilted to the more politically engaged (Wojcik and Hughes 2019). 
Yet, as we note in chapter 2, widespread use among voters is not essential to 
our argument. Rather, the social media website’s public-facing nature, where 
anyone could easily see what legislators were posting, is the more significant 
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underlying component to our theory. Put simply, the nature and role of Twit-
ter as a centralized, easily accessible hub for consistent congressional com-
munications during this six-year period make it an ideal time span to study 
public-facing legislative partisanship.

Even so, the admittedly narrow time period we study raises important 
questions about what this research can say about congressional partisanship 
more generally. After all, partisanship on Capitol Hill is not new.10 Are we 
describing an odd moment in American politics? Is our theory and these social 
media posts only useful for understanding this particular time, or do our ideas 
speak to broader, long-term dynamics in politics?

Although we will tread very lightly here, it is worth connecting ideas from 
our research to some larger ones. First, we are limited to analyzing what law-
makers posted on Twitter. However, they engage in other public activities 
where they display their partisan personas for similar reasons. Their propen-
sity to go on television, for instance, and use partisan frames may stem from 
the same political incentives we explore throughout the book. Put differently, 
we are observing a certain type of behavior on Twitter, but it likely manifests 
in other public-facing communications for similar reasons.

Additionally, a natural question relates to time and how partisanship has 
changed relative to the past. We cannot say whether members’ partisan inten-
sities are higher than in previous decades or even centuries, although others 
have argued this is the case (e.g., Mann and Ornstein 2012). If so, our theory 
provides a few reasons for this increase and gives context for why we live in 
such partisan times. First, promotion-seeking behavior has evolved for reasons 
related to changes internal and external to Congress. Inside the House and 
Senate, there are very few ways to accrue power that do not require being a 
team player. Broadly speaking, House committee chairs maintain their posi-
tions by winning party caucus elections instead of rising through a seniority 
system.11 For House Republicans, term limits for chairmanships likely exac-
erbate this behavior, because any prospects for leading another committee 
require having been a good partisan in their previous role.

Becoming a party leader and keeping that job is likely more about cultivat-
ing an intensely partisan persona when compared to the past. Certainly, lead-
ers have always needed to be good team players, but what that means has likely 
changed in recent decades. More recent political science scholarship empha-
sizes that party leaders are delegated power by their backbenchers to build and 
maintain the party brand (e.g., Cox and McCubbins 2005). This responsibility 
has become especially important in an era of nationalized elections. Because 
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backbenchers are increasingly unable to build local support divorced from 
the national party ( Jacobson 2017), they need a positive partisan image on 
which to run. As such, they require leaders who are intensely partisan and 
invest in brand building. In previous eras, where national party brands were 
less relevant, leaders emphasized other parts of their jobs. Democratic lead-
ers during the early and mid-20th century famously had to balance the policy 
interests of an ideologically diverse coalition (Polsby 2004). Scoring political 
points at the expense of Republicans was not the same daily imperative as it is 
today. Put simply, seeking promotion and maintaining party leadership roles 
likely did not require building the same type of partisan persona.

Nationalized politics has also likely changed promotion seeking to higher 
office. If we believe the old saying and suppose that every senator believes they 
will be president and that most House members believe they will be a senator, 
then how these ambitious politicians rise to these offices affects their partisan 
intensities. Decades ago, presidential and senatorial candidates relied on local 
bases of political support to win their party’s nomination (albeit in very dif-
ferent ways). Now, these races are highly nationalized. Often, winning means 
highlighting your partisan bona fides to party leaders, donors, and primary 
voters as a prerequisite to be taken seriously. Jacobson (2017, 58) provides a 
small caveat that “a handful [of legislators] may still be able to build a power 
base separate from their party, but for a large majority, the power base is now 
the party.”

Jacobson’s insight provides a second potential reason for why our theory 
suggests we live in more partisan times than in the past. Later in the book, 
we show that members holding safer seats are more partisan. One reason for 
this behavior, we contend, is that they need to appeal to primary and reelec-
tion electorates who are animated by nationalized politics. This calculation 
is somewhat different than in the past. Even though the number of safe seats 
in Congress has not dramatically increased in the past 70 years, what plays 
well with voters in safe districts likely has changed. The move from local poli-
tics, which did not require that incumbents adopt a partisan persona to win 
reelection, to nationalized politics, where partisan team play is part of a typical 
campaign strategy, is a shift that has likely changed how legislators publicly 
present themselves. In other words, safe districts are not the culprit for more 
intense partisans on Capitol Hill per se. Safe districts mixed with nationalized 
politics are.

Again, our theory, data, and analysis focus on the contemporary Con-
gress. But when we consider why members are displaying more or less parti-
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san intensity these days and compare those reasons to how legislative politics 
used to operate, we can begin to at least speculate on why partisanship, and its 
determinants, has changed over time.

For the balance of the book, we turn our attention to the present to provide 
a novel explanation for why members differ in their partisanship and for this 
behavior’s consequences. In chapter 2, we propose a theory of individual-level 
partisanship. In chapter 3, we define the concept as well as introduce and vali-
date our measure of partisan intensity. Chapter 4 describes the tenor of mem-
bers’ partisan intensity by developing a partisan tone score, which we use to 
describe who bickers with the other party, cheerleads their own, or does both.

In chapter 5, we test hypotheses from chapter 2 that predict members’ 
partisanship. Through a series of empirical tests, we show that legislators’ par-
tisan intensity is an amalgamation of their electoral circumstances and their 
personal ambitions. Chapters 6 and 7 consider the consequences of partisan-
ship. In chapter 6, we assess whether excessive partisanship affects members’ 
behavior and effectiveness in the legislative process. We show that partisan 
intensity is associated with fewer bipartisan cosponsorships, both by the 
member and by others on the legislator’s bills, and increased partisan voting 
on the floor but does not affect a lawmaker’s legislative effectiveness. In chap-
ter 7, we show that voters may penalize legislators for being excessively parti-
san, but this lost vote share is manageable for most members and can be offset 
by adopting a more negative partisan tone. Finally, in chapter 8, we assess con-
gressional partisanship during the first few years of Joe Biden’s presidency and 
conclude by offering ways to lower the partisan temperature on Capitol Hill.
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TWO

Why Partisanship?

People are concerned about partisanship. For many, there is too much of it. In 
2023, the Pew Research Center reported that Americans had an “unrelentingly 
negative” view of politics, “with little hope of improvement on the horizon.” 
For most of those surveyed, the main reason for their despondency was that 
far too much attention in the American political system was paid to partisan 
disagreements between Democrats and Republicans. Pew reported that “more 
than eight-in-ten Americans (86%) say the following is a good description of 
politics: ‘Republicans and Democrats are more focused on fighting each other 
than on solving problems’” (Doherty et al. 2023).

Concerns about partisanship are not new. In “Federalist No. 10,” Madison 
writes of the conventional wisdom in 1787 that “the public good is disregarded 
in the conflicts of rival parties” and “measures are too often decided by . . . 
an interested and over-bearing majority” (1787). In his presidential farewell 
address, George Washington argues that partisans misrepresent public opin-
ion because they “render alien to each other those who ought to be bound 
together by fraternal affection” and “put, in place of the delegated will of the 
nation, the will of the party” (1796). Although Madison and Washington had 
no experience with the modern party system, their criticisms clearly resonate 
with many today. Congress is regularly derided for its partisanship and the 
numerous members who put their party’s interests ahead of the country’s.

Not everyone agrees with the dim assessments of Madison, Washington, 
and many modern Americans. Those who have experienced political moments 
with little to no disagreement between parties celebrate partisanship’s impor-
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tance. Writing in response to the founding generation’s distrust of parties and 
criticizing the one-party Era of Good Feelings, Martin Van Buren argued that 
“party divisions and political organizations” are essential to managing con-
flict “when men are brought under one government who differ radically in 
opinion” (1867, 15–16).1 In 1950, the American Political Science Association 
(APSA) famously called for more responsible parties. One of its main recom-
mendations was more partisan loyalty, where only team players be allowed 
to “participat[e] in the common enterprise” of governing (American Politi-
cal Science Association 1950, 2). Writing in the 1970s, David Broder (1971) 
argued that political power needed to be concentrated with party leaders and 
that party caucuses should be the ones who select every leader in Congress, 
from Speaker of the House down to the committee chair leading the least influ-
ential committee.

Looking back, these reformers seem to have got what they wanted, 
although perhaps not for the best. Sixty-three years after the first APSA 
report, a new one on negotiating compromise in Congress featured prominent 
scholars arguing that more partisanship was not needed and instead stood as 
a principal roadblock to lawmaking (Binder and Lee 2013). As we document 
throughout the book, Broder’s proposed remedies, which were adopted in the 
1970s, are a key driver of partisanship, and returning to a system where some 
members are empowered by entities other than party caucuses is an easy way 
to reduce its intensity.

These many arguments about partisanship, spanning centuries, highlight 
two important points. First, the seemingly obvious claim that partisanship is 
a problem that needs to be solved is not so obvious. Partisanship is an easy 
scapegoat in hyper-partisan times but becomes a missing ingredient in poli-
tics during moments when it has faded away. The answer to the philosophical 
question about what constitutes the “right” amount of partisanship depends 
on the time, and the question, while very important, is not one we will answer 
in this book.

Second, given that the debate about partisanship’s role in government dates 
to the earliest American presidents, it would seem reasonable that researchers 
would have developed an account of why legislators adopt partisan behaviors. 
That is not the case. A good deal certainly has been written about it, especially 
legislative voting patterns, but without an underlying explanation of legisla-
tors’ day-to-day partisan performances.

Indeed, rather than offering a comprehensive theory, research on this topic 
is piecemeal. Studies explore different factors, such as seat safety, the holding 
of leadership positions, insecure majorities, and differences between Demo-
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crats and Republicans, among others, as contributing to legislative partisan-
ship. In this chapter, we construct a more unified explanation for this behav-
ior while acknowledging that political scientists have connected many factors 
to this concept. This means our discussion includes many components. So, 
before moving forward, we focus on our main points as a touchstone to return 
to as we introduce new ideas or complexities. Our argument is that partisan 
intensity varies among members for two main reasons: voter demand back 
home and differences in political ambition. We also contend that collective 
party goals are closely linked to these factors (e.g., being in the majority party 
affects one’s political influence), and throughout this chapter, we note these 
connections.

Figure 2.1 is a simple visual representation of our argument. As we prog-
ress through the chapter, we will both introduce variables that capture each 
of these components and make the argument a bit more complex, especially 
in tying collective party goals to individual ones. Even as we do, everything 
we discuss either fits into one of Figure 2.1’s three components or is a factor 
that others have proposed affects partisanship that we will later include as 
control variables in our statistical models. Our theory and analysis later in the 
book mostly examine members’ reelection motivations and political ambition 
because they differ by member, but all three factors combine to form a legisla-
tor’s partisan intensity.

Fig. 2.1. Major Factors That Predict a Legislator’s Partisan Intensity
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Foundational Assumptions and Our Argument

This chapter offers a theory of members’ partisanship. Its underlying assump-
tions are simple and include some of the most fundamental ideas in the study 
of congressional behavior. The first is that legislators have three goals: winning 
reelection, enacting good public policy, and gaining political influence.2

Second, legislators are goal oriented, meaning that the actions they take 
while in office are in pursuit of their goals. Although they work to make good 
policy and accrue influence, winning reelection is the goal they prioritize. 
Indeed, for most of their decisions, the first question they ask is, How will this 
affect me on Election Day? Only after answering that question do members 
consider how a certain action advances their policy goals or increases their 
political power.

Third, their public behavior on social media is easily observed by voters 
and their fellow legislators. This is not to say that everything they do is system-
atically tracked and cataloged by others (other than by researchers, of course) 
but simply that their public behavior is public.3 That is, we assume that it is rea-
sonably easy for the average voter to learn about a member’s public behavior, 
especially because they publicize their actions.

An implicit assumption is that this public social media behavior reflects 
the legislator’s views, preferences, and priorities. This raises the question of 
whether it is the legislator who is composing and sending social media posts 
or a staffer. Practically, the answer is that it depends. Some members, like 
Chuck Grassley and Dana Rohrabacher, are infamous for writing their own 
misspelling-filled tweets. Others probably only abstractly know what social 
media is. Most fall somewhere in between. For our purposes, we assume 
that these posts reflect lawmakers’ genuine views and preferences. This is 
the approach political scientists adopt when studying any type of congres-
sional communication, be it social media posts, newsletters, press releases, or 
speeches delivered on the floor or in committee. Members of Congress rarely, 
if ever, write any of these documents themselves. Moreover, we very reason-
ably assume that communications staffers are faithful agents when posting on 
behalf of the member. They strategize with their bosses when deciding what 
to post. Nothing gets someone fired faster than producing content that harms 
the lawmaker’s reputation.

Fourth, legislators develop reputations among their voters and colleagues. 
In fact, they work hard to carefully cultivate their public images through their 
“presentations of self ” (Fenno 1978, 54). Like actors, Fenno argues, lawmak-
ers calculate their public appearances to get the optimal response from an 
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audience. For legislators interacting with constituents, this means winning 
their vote. On Capitol Hill, they develop reputations based on their legislative 
styles. From these assumptions, we develop a theory of congressional parti-
sanship that considers how this behavior helps lawmakers achieve their goals. 
In doing so, we revise conventional claims about what motivates partisanship 
and arrive at a series of theoretical expectations that we test in the subsequent 
chapters.

Our argument is twofold. First, we contend that legislators calibrate their 
partisan intensity to achieve two of their goals: win reelection and become 
more politically important. Partisanship helps incumbents appeal to copar-
tisan voters and build a positive party brand. Those in safe seats display more 
partisan behavior as they appeal to an electorate of fellow party members, 
while those in competitive districts adjust their partisan behavior to gain sup-
port from a broad coalition of voters.

However, appealing to voters only partially explains why members culti-
vate partisan personas. Incumbents adopt more partisan behaviors as they try 
to become more politically influential. In the contemporary Congress, such 
ambitions as moving up the party leadership ranks, running a committee, or 
running for higher office require that legislators be good team players. The 
constituents who select people for these positions are their copartisan legisla-
tors or, in the case of elections, the extended party network. Their prerequisite 
for promoting members into these positions is that they are reliable partisans. 
Consequently, those running for and holding these roles display more partisan 
intensity as a signal that they can be trusted to support the party. As they strive 
to achieve their reelection and power-seeking goals, partisanship is adopted as 
a home style that is used to appeal to voters and a hill style that helps lawmak-
ers become more politically influential.

The second part of our argument is that a member’s partisan behavior 
comes with minimal, if any, negative consequences. Legislatively, we expect 
that it affects cosponsorship and floor voting. More partisan members may be 
less willing to cosponsor bills from the other party, and their ideas might also 
receive less opposition support early on. Regarding voting, we expect that 
they are more willing to vote with their party, especially when the president 
takes a stance on an issue. But overall we do not expect that more partisan 
intensity reduces a legislator’s effectiveness. Instead, sometimes it can be a leg-
islative asset. It helps lawmakers accrue power and institutional status. Oppo-
sition members may even see partisans as good partners who will prevent their 
issue from being politicized. No matter the mechanism, partisan intensity does 
not hobble members’ legislating.
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Similarly, we argue that members face few electoral consequences for act-
ing too partisan. Although previous research suggests they are penalized for 
excessive partisanship, most incumbents are in safe enough seats that they can 
comfortably handle this vote share loss. In fact, lawmakers need to be just as 
concerned that not being partisan enough might attract a primary challenger. 
Even if a substantial penalty exists, they can compensate for it by changing 
their partisan tone. Except when members hold unsafe seats, being more com-
bative can increase voter support by appealing to many of their constituents’ 
affectively polarized attitudes.

Taken together, our theory paints a clear picture of partisanship in the 
contemporary Congress. Partisanship is used to appeal to voters to help 
incumbents win reelection and helps them show off as good team players, the 
prerequisite that convinces copartisans to promote them to powerful posi-
tions. Using partisanship to achieve these goals requires flexibility. Members 
need the option to strategically increase their partisan intensity as they seek 
more power. The minimal legislative and electoral consequences allow this. 
Members can become more partisan when they run for and hold leadership 
positions without worrying that doing so will cost them their seat. The result 
is a hyper-partisan Congress where members strategically use this behavior to 
achieve their goals without much downside.

The Conventional Story

Before we develop our theory, it is worth outlining the conventional expla-
nation for members’ partisanship and where it falls short. In the home style 
view, members strategically calibrate their partisanship to match their voters’ 
preferences so they can win reelection. Those representing safe seats, which 
are dominated by one party, are intensely partisan. This appeals to the party 
base, which is motivated by animosity toward the opposition (Mason 2018; 
Abramowitz and Webster 2018; Doherty and Kiley 2016). For members in 
competitive districts, displaying less partisanship is smart politics, as it helps 
appeal to a wider range of voters. Not surprisingly, researchers consistently 
find an association between partisan behavior and a district’s partisan lean 
(Carson et al. 2010; Gelman and Wilson 2021; Meinke 2009). Put differently, a 
conventional home style explanation is that each legislator develops a partisan 
persona that reflects their voters’ preferences for this sort of behavior. Tai-
loring their partisanship builds trust and support among constituents, which 
helps the member win more votes on Election Day.
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This argument, while tidy, is too simplistic. An important assumption 
underlying the home style argument is that a lawmaker’s self-presentation 
constructs a personalized profile that helps voters evaluate them separate from 
their party. Yet, over the past few decades as politics have become more polar-
ized, partisan, and nationalized, the importance of a member’s personal brand 
has dissipated. Party line voting has reached record levels, ticket splitting is 
rare, and those in competitive seats have their electoral fates determined by 
nationalized trends in voting, not personal performance. Although some spe-
cial cases come to mind, they are exceptions. As Jacobson (2017, 46) notes, 
“The growing dominance of state and district partisanship . . . and the declin-
ing impact of incumbency have made it increasingly difficult for congressio-
nal candidates to win and hold constituencies against the partisan grain.” The 
result is “a diminished ‘personal vote’” replaced with an electoral landscape 
where a lawmaker’s political party is a more important factor than their care-
fully crafted persona.4

In addition, the connection between a member’s seat safety and their par-
tisan behavior is surprisingly weak. The correlation between these factors only 
hovers between 0.3 and 0.4.5 Moreover, an individual’s partisanship fluctuates 
over time. The within-member correlation between congressional terms is 
0.53, and on average, a member’s partisanship shifts 4 percent every two years 
even though their district’s partisan lean remains much more stable. In some 
cases, these changes are drastic. Before Donald Trump’s first election, Adam 
Schiff (D-CA) was a fairly partisan Democrat, ranking around the 75th per-
centile of his party. Yet, for the entirety of Trump’s first term, he transformed 
into one of the most partisan members in Congress. His district did not change 
during these years, but his behavior did.

In the Senate, same-party senators representing the same state and facing 
the same voters also differ in their partisanship. Even though they both repre-
sented Kansas, during the six years we analyze, Jerry Moran (R-KS) was one 
of the least partisan senators, while Pat Roberts (R-KS) was more partisan 
than most.6 These differences did not change when one of them was running 
for reelection. The Kansan senators are not anomalies. From New York and 
Rhode Island, Chuck Schumer (D-NY) and Sheldon Whitehouse (D-RI) are 
much more partisan than Kirsten Gillibrand (D-NY) and Jack Reed (D-RI). 
In fact, most states with senators from the same party have one who is much 
more partisan than the other.

We do not dispute that members adopt partisan behaviors to appeal to 
voters. Part of our theory suggests that electoral considerations play a role 
in how partisan they act. However, the idea that lawmakers simply calibrate 
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their partisanship based on their district’s partisan lean cannot entirely explain 
these between- or within-member differences. Rather, different assumptions 
about what underlies partisanship in the contemporary Congress provide a 
stronger foundation for understanding this behavior.

Complicating the Conventional Story

Our theory’s starting point is based on how lawmakers conceptualize their 
electoral prospects. The standard view, derived from the idea that incumbents 
are single-minded reelection seekers, is that their public actions, including 
their calibrated partisan behavior, are used to increase their vote share. In 
other words, they try to maximize their winning margin on Election Day by 
building a personal reputation that appeals to voters. Their carefully tailored 
partisan personas are part of that reputation.

Yet, in the contemporary Congress, that view is not quite right for two 
reasons. First, as Fiorina (1974) argues, when members build comfortable 
enough electoral margins, they are willing to lose some vote share to pursue 
activities that help them achieve their other goals. Fiorina dubs these legisla-
tors “maintainers,” a class of members that has expanded since he introduced 
this idea in the 1970s as districts have become even less competitive.7

Although this argument was published 50 years ago, the core insight is 
generalizable and applicable today. No matter the year, be it 1974 or 2024, an 
incumbent only needs 51 percent of the vote to guarantee reelection. That 
has not changed, and neither has lawmakers’ goal of reaching an “aspirational 
level” of vote share that provides them a comfortable electoral cushion on 
Election Day.

Although these maintainers still worry about being reelected, they engage 
in a wider range of activities, some of which may lose votes. A smaller group is 
made up of maximizers, whose behavior is designed to build a larger electoral 
cushion. Representing competitive districts, they try to increase their vote 
share to an aspirational level that will make them feel electorally safe (Fiorina 
1974). Their activities focus on maximizing votes, and they rarely act in ways 
that will reduce their Election Day vote total.

Fiorina explicitly cautions against assuming that a certain winning margin 
means an incumbent has achieved their aspiration level. He contends it var-
ies by member. Even so, most incumbents hold safe seats and are most likely 
maintainers. For the six years we analyze, the average vote share for those 
running for reelection was 65 percent. A standardized measure of seat safety 
that accounts for legislators who choose not to run for reelection indicates the 
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average district has a 10-point partisan lean toward the incumbent’s party.8 Put 
simply, most members are likely maintainers, not maximizers.

Second, these days, copartisans’ electoral fates are often linked (Lee 2009; 
Jacobson 2017). Legislators are increasingly evaluated not on their individual 
performance but by their party’s brand and actions ( Jacobson 2015, 2019). 
This shift is what Arnold (1990) describes as voters relying on a “party per-
formance rule” to evaluate candidates rather than an “individual performance 
rule.” Knowing this, members are incentivized to maintain a positive party 
brand. Maximizers need it to help them win tough races. Maintainers want it 
because their party needs to win competitive districts in order to win major-
ity status. This creates a collective esprit de corps, which is the glue that holds 
copartisans together in Congress (Lee 2009).

This idea of partisan-linked fate, which facilitates individual-level parti-
sanship, has been well developed over the past few decades. The argument 
is straightforward: as voters increasingly support candidates based on their 
party affiliation, legislators work to build their partisan brand. However, 
brand building creates a collective action problem. Everyone benefits from a 
good public image, but lawmakers prefer that their colleagues do this work so 
they can focus their attention elsewhere. To solve this (and other) collective 
dilemmas, members elect party leaders who are charged with tending to and 
strengthening this collective image (Cox and McCubbins 2005).

In turn, leaders manage the brand and balance it against other competing 
concerns like advancing the party’s policy agenda (Koger and Lebo 2017). As 
part of their roles, they develop messaging campaigns, control the legislative 
agenda to provide members with credit-claiming opportunities and protect 
them from bad votes, and prospect for chances to confront the opposition in 
order to score political points. Many of the rank and file readily adopt these 
partisan talking points, which allows them to focus their energies elsewhere, 
to be seen as a good team player, and to advance the party’s collective image 
to their voters back home.

Partisanship as a Reelection Strategy

This more nuanced explanation of how members see their electoral fortunes 
provides a starting point for how their reelection concerns affect their partisan 
behavior. First and foremost, it suggests that a district’s partisan lean should 
be associated with a member’s partisan behavior. Maximizers in competitive 
seats carefully cultivate a weaker partisan persona to avoid losing voters who 
are not motivated by those sorts of appeals. Maintainers have more freedom in 
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developing this part of their home style, but for many, an easy way to preserve 
their electoral cushion is to display more partisanship to remind their coparti-
sans who dominate the electorate and are motivated by partisan appeals that 
they are on the same political team.

However, a district’s partisan lean is not the only electoral factor that 
affects partisanship. Concerns about the party’s brand motivate legislators to 
collectively shift their partisan behavior. Political scientists have shown that 
three institutional factors are associated with these changes. First, minority 
party status is associated with more partisan confrontation. The argument is 
that since the minority party is shut out of or has a reduced role in the legis-
lative process, they spend their efforts attacking the majority party (Russell 
2018; Lee 2016; Egar 2016).

Second, narrow majorities amplify everyone’s partisan inclinations (Gel-
man 2020a; 2019; Lee 2016). When a majority’s seat share is smaller, and every 
seat counts, improving the party brand can be the difference between winning 
enough seats to control the chamber or not.9 In these situations, legislators’ 
partisan intensities in both parties should increase as party brand building 
takes on even more significance.

Third, being in the party opposite the president is related to more partisan 
behavior. As the dominant figure in politics, the president serves as a light-
ning rod for partisan attacks (Gelman and Wilson 2021; Lee 2008). For his 
opponents in Congress, he is an easy target, as the president activates partisan 
animosity among the base and the administration is constantly in the news. 
Partisan attacks aimed at the president are a cheap and profitable way to score 
political points. Certainly, the president’s copartisans defend him and often 
do so vigorously, but the opposition tends toward a unified front against the 
president’s actions (Lee 2009).

Together, these factors point to how multiple electoral pressures contrib-
ute to a member’s partisan persona. Yes, their district’s partisan lean matters, 
but it is not deterministic. Rather, legislators’ need for a positive partisan 
brand pushes them to collectively adopt more partisan behaviors in certain 
institutional settings. Table 2.1 summarizes our expectations about how law-
makers’ reelection concerns affect their partisanship.

Partisanship and Power Seeking

So far, we have articulated how partisan behavior is driven by members’ goals 
to win reelection and majority status. But even with this more nuanced expla-
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nation, an election-based argument cannot explain many of the within-party 
differences in partisanship. Lawmakers in similar electoral situations, like the 
same-state senators we previously discussed or representatives in equally safe 
seats, still display varied partisan intensities. The institutional changes we 
identify as affecting this behavior, like being in the party opposite the presi-
dent, impact everyone and create collective shifts in partisanship. Something 
else must also be incentivizing legislators to become good team players.

We argue that members strategically adopt partisan behaviors to achieve 
another of their goals—becoming more influential in politics. Once in Con-
gress, lawmakers have two main avenues to increase their political influence. 
They can hold more powerful positions in their current chamber, or they 
can run for higher office.10 The chances of success for both are enhanced by 
strengthening ties to the party by increasing their partisanship.

If higher partisan intensities help members become more politically influ-
ential, which we argue below, then it seems like a rational response from law-
makers is to always maximize this behavior. In other words, everyone should 
act as partisan as possible all the time. Although this seems reasonable, it 
is not how legislators present themselves. As Russell (2021) shows, being a 
good team player is only one activity members are engaged in. They are also 
claiming turf as issue experts, building ties to local organizations, and solving 
more parochial problems, among others. Even when messaging is very easy 
on social media, participating in partisan disputes takes time and effort and 
reveals a legislator’s priorities. If their main concern is not becoming more 
politically influential, they will emphasize the sorts of messages that achieve 
the goal they are emphasizing, which may not be partisan in nature.

Moreover, if some members will do whatever it takes to be a good team 
player as they pursue more influence, they will always seek to exceed other 

TABLE 2.1. Reelection and Collective Party Goals Expectations

 Expected Effect Hypothesis

Seat safety + Members holding safer seats are more likely 
to display higher partisan intensities.

Serving in the minority party + Members in the minority party are more 
likely to display more partisan intensity.

Narrow majorities + Narrow majorities are associated with 
more partisan intensity.

Party opposite the president + Members in the party opposing the 
president are more likely to display more 
partisan intensity.
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members’ partisan intensity. If that is the case, the rational response for some-
one who is not seeking promotion is to limit their partisan behavior to a level 
that satisfies their voters and builds the party’s brand while focusing on achiev-
ing their reelection and policy goals. Put simply, for those whose primary goal 
is not to become more politically influential, it is not worth trying to match 
the partisan intensity of those who are desperately trying to show off as good 
team players.

Power-seeking legislators who want to become more powerful in their 
respective chambers can follow two main trajectories—they can join and 
move up the party leadership ranks or get ahead by becoming chair or a rank-
ing member on a committee.11 These opportunities, and the reasons lawmak-
ers pursue them, are different. Those on the party leadership track are more 
interested in keeping up with daily political machinations, messaging, and 
helping the party succeed (Green and Harris 2019). Rising through the com-
mittee ranks to become a committee chair offers members the opportunity to 
affect public policy and have influence over other members who are interested 
in similar issue areas. Even if these positions offer different types of power and 
require different skills, those holding them must fulfill the same fundamental 
prerequisite: They need to be a good team player. The reason is simple: The 
constituents for a party or committee leader are their copartisans in the House 
or Senate. In this principal-agent relationship, the rank and file willingly del-
egate power to their elected leaders, with the understanding that the leaders 
will pursue the party’s collective goals of winning a majority and negotiating 
legislation that is acceptable to the caucus (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Koger 
and Lebo 2017).12

This connection is clearest for the high-ranking party leaders who lead 
their caucuses. Prior to the start of a new Congress, the party meets and elects 
who will lead it. Members have different reasons for supporting certain candi-
dates, but the most basic qualification for anyone being considered is that they 
will steadfastly support the party and its members. This willingness to solve 
the collective action problems associated with advancing the party’s interests 
is why the caucus membership allows leaders to set the agenda, whip votes, 
and coordinate messaging campaigns. As a consequence, a potential candi-
date’s minimum qualification for a top leadership position is that they are an 
enthusiastic team player.

For those trying to become or keep their jobs as lower-level party leaders, 
like conference secretary, the electoral dynamics are similar. Winning these 
positions requires support from a majority of the party caucus. When mul-
tiple people run for a spot, the rank and file consider a wide range of factors. 
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Some are concerned with ensuring descriptive representation or increasing 
the leadership’s diversity. Others seek turnover to allow for fresh ideas and 
perspectives. Yet, no matter their other voting considerations, the underlying 
prerequisite for any candidate is whether they are a reliable partisan. Indeed, 
during leadership contests, legislators report perceiving that some members 
are more partisan than others, aspirants cultivate their brands as partisan fight-
ers or not, and caucuses often select leaders based on these considerations 
(Green and Harris 2019; Mann and Ornstein 2012; Sinclair 2006).

For committee leaders in the House, this requirement of being a good team 
player is similar. At first, this might seem puzzling. After all, chairs and ranking 
members do not just parrot the party line but care about legislating on issues 
they have developed expertise on, want to build bipartisan relationships to 
advance legislation, and, in many cases, have worked with the other party’s 
members for years on these policy topics.13 Moreover, some legislators talk 
about the norm of seniority as important in deciding the next committee chair 
or ranking member. Although all of that may be true, committee leaders have 
the same constituents as party leaders—their caucus’s members. In today’s 
House, each party’s steering committee nominates a slate of committee lead-
ers for approval by the party’s members. Often, the caucus affirms the steering 
committee’s recommendations, but ultimately the decision of who leads the 
committees is up to the caucus.

Again, when contentious races for House committee leadership arise, 
members report weighing a variety of factors in who they will vote for. Some 
members cite the seniority norm as important, while others support candi-
dates who are ideologically similar to them. But the foundational consider-
ation is a candidate’s partisan behavior and whether they reliably support the 
party. Take, for instance, the House Republican race to elect a new Transpor-
tation Committee leader in 2018. The determining factor in the race, between 
Sam Graves (R-MO) and Jeff Denham (R-CA), was that Denham was not a 
good team player (McPherson 2018).

If supporting the party is a prerequisite for moving up the party and com-
mittee ranks, then we expect current leaders and aspirants to show their ambi-
tion through increased partisan intensities. For those in leadership, keeping 
their position means adopting a hill style that is unwaveringly supportive of 
their party. They build the party brand by advancing bills that burnish their 
side’s reputation, maintaining floor discipline to show party unity on contro-
versial issues, and developing messaging campaigns that their backbenchers 
can use back home (Gelman 2020a; Pearson 2015; Lee 2016). More broadly, 
their public personas are intensely partisan as they willingly wade into, or 
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create, partisan disputes in an effort to score political points (Russell 2018, 
2021a). Those aspiring to a leadership role also increase their partisan behavior 
to show their copartisans that they will be good team players. The reason-
ing follows why Jeff Denham did not win his copartisans’ support when they 
sought committee chairs. The prerequisite for representing the party is being 
a good teammate.

In the Senate, the link between leading committees and being a reliable 
partisan is less clear. The ratio of senators to chair and ranking positions is 
much higher than the ratio in the House, so it may not be possible for the 
caucus or conference to always find a good team player to lead the panel. 
More importantly, a committee leader’s constituents are not necessarily their 
copartisans. Currently, Senate Republicans on a committee, not the entire 
conference, select their leader. Until recently, 2017, the Senate Democrats 
did not publish their own rules.14 As of writing, the party’s steering commit-
tee makes recommendations to the caucus, who then elect chairs and ranking 
members. However, by rule, every caucus member is guaranteed a chair or 
ranking member position on a committee or subcommittee (“Rules for the 
Democratic Conference” 2022). This disparity in how Senate committee lead-
ers are selected, and their relative availability, provides us an opportunity. If 
these chairs’ and ranking members’ constituents are not their party members, 
then we should not observe the same partisanship patterns we see with party 
leaders and House committee leadership. Rather, we expect that their par-
tisan intensity does not increase once they are elevated to these positions. 
This provides a good test of whether being elected to these leadership posts 
increases partisanship or whether simply serving in an important role drives 
this behavior.

For leadership elections decided by party members, journalistic and schol-
arly accounts point to the importance of partisanship in running for and win-
ning them. The most common way this is discussed is in relation to money. 
When running for a position, candidates loosen their leadership political 
action committees’ purse strings and donate generously to their copartisans. 
Shutt (2020) puts it best: “No race would be complete without substantial cash 
being committed to colleagues’ reelection campaigns.”

Yet money is only one very easily tracked measure of team play. When 
House Republicans shuffle their committee leaders due to their self-imposed 
term limits, new chairs are more likely to win not only if they gave more money 
to fellow members but also if they reliably voted with the team (Deering and 
Wahlbeck 2006). Congressional insiders often cite the importance of being 
allied with leadership or previous service to the party, like running the elec-
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tioneering committee (Strong and Livingston 2012). The common element 
among all these activities is that leadership aspirants try to show that they are 
good team players and can be trusted with the authority they want delegated 
to them.

If becoming more powerful within the chamber demands that members 
increase their partisan intensity, then we expect to observe three behavioral 
patterns. First, those elected to party and House committee leadership posi-
tions should display more partisanship than the rank and file. This follows 
the adage that incumbents are reelection seekers but adapts it to a different 
setting. In this case, the election happens to be for a leadership spot and the 
constituents are their copartisans in the chamber.

Second, aspirants for these leadership roles should strategically increase 
their partisan behavior in order to show their copartisans that they are good 
team players. Third, after the leadership election occurs, we should observe 
a divergence in candidates’ partisan intensities for two reasons. First, those 
who win, and enter the party leadership ranks or lead a committee, should 
keep their highly partisan style in an effort to keep their new position. The 
loser’s partisan behavior, assuming they choose not to run for a leadership 
office again, should decrease, as they no longer have a reason to display out-
size party loyalty. Second, those holding leadership positions benefit the most 
from their party winning majority status. The difference in power between 
the Speaker of the House and the minority party leader is vast. Serving as the 
committee chair rather than the ranking member means controlling the com-
mittee’s agenda. As such, those in powerful roles should work hardest to build 
the party brand since winning majority status is especially valuable.

Besides winning leadership races, lawmakers have a second way of becom-
ing more influential in politics: They can serve in a higher office. Research on 
progressive ambition emphasizes that seeking higher office changes member 
behavior as they try to maximize the chances that they win the more coveted 
position (Victor 2011; Hibbing 1986; Treul 2009). We expect that one of these 
behavioral changes is increased partisan intensity.

In an era of nationalized elections, legislators rely on their good relation-
ships and support from the national party and the extended party network. 
This support matters early in the election cycle when ambitious members 
jockey to win a primary nomination. Indeed, members are more successful at 
running for higher office when they are better connected to the party (Hassell 
2016). Beyond winning the primary election, Jenkins, Crespin, and Carson 
(2005) argue, “higher office seekers . . . endeavor to maintain good relations 
with the national party hierarchy for a variety of campaign related reasons 
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and strive to send signals that they are loyal party members” (370). To that 
end, those running for a new position show more partisan loyalty than other 
members ( Jenkins, Crespin, and Carson 2005; Treul 2009a). In addition to 
winning the support from the national extended party network, statewide 
or presidential races often include contentious primaries and tough general 
elections. This increased competition demands more partisan behavior from 
candidates, both to win the nomination and to engage in the bitter campaign-
ing that is associated with these top-of-the-ticket races. Table 2.2 summarizes 
our expectations about how legislators change their partisan behavior as they 
try to become more politically influential.

Other Explanations

In addition to these individual and collective factors, political scientists argue 
that certain subgroups of members are more predisposed to partisanship. One 
claim is that some lawmakers’ personal qualities, which got them to Washing-
ton, DC, in the first place, affect their partisan behavior. The most prominent 
version of this is the cohort hypothesis—the idea that members elected dur-
ing a wave election often bring a hard-edge partisan demeanor with them to 
Congress. Theriault (2013) shows that “Gingrich Senators,” Republican mem-
bers elected to the House after 1978 who eventually became senators, played 

TABLE 2.2. Power Seeking’s Expected Effect on Partisanship

 Expected Effect Hypothesis

Current party and House 
committee leaders

+ Party and House committee leaders 
are more likely to have higher partisan 
intensities than rank-and-file legislators.

Senate committee leaders Null Senate committee leaders are not more 
likely to have higher partisan intensities 
than rank-and-file senators.

Candidates for leadership 
roles

+ Candidates for leadership roles are more 
likely to have higher partisan intensities 
than other rank-and-file members.

Winners and losers of 
leadership races

+ for winners
− for losers

Leadership race winners are more likely to 
maintain higher partisan intensities while 
losers become less partisan.

Candidates for higher office + Candidates for higher office are more likely 
to have higher partisan intensities.
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an outsize role in producing the more partisan contemporary Senate. This is 
related to a different argument that certain freshman cohorts—progressives 
in the late 1950s, Watergate babies in the 1970s, Tea Party Republicans in the 
2010s—bring more partisan politics to shake up a staid legislature (Lawrence 
2018; Ragusa 2016; Sinclair 2006).15

A second argument is that Republicans are more partisan because their 
home style demands are different than those of Democrats. In this view, the 
parties differ in their underlying composition, and Republicans, who prize 
cohesiveness and unity, reward partisan behavior more than interest group–
centric Democrats, who are more interested in concrete results (Grossmann 
and Hopkins 2015). Both qualitative and quantitative research finds a partisan 
asymmetry, with Republicans emphasizing partisanship more than Democrats 
(Russell 2018; Mann and Ornstein 2012).

The specter hanging over any theory of partisanship is ideological extrem-
ity’s role in creating partisan behavior. Some argue that it causes partisanship 
(Russell 2021a), some contend that partisanship and ideology are connected 
in complex ways (Koger and Lebo 2017), and others treat them as indepen-
dent (Gelman 2020b). Our study falls into the second category, but as we dis-
cuss in the next chapter, disentangling these concepts in the contemporary 
Congress is often impossible. To that end, we take a conservative route in our 
analysis by usually treating ideology and partisanship as independent in our 
statistical tests. In doing so, we assess partisanship’s effects after accounting for 
ideological extremity even though measures like DW-NOMINATE conflate 
these concepts in complicated ways, especially during the time period we are 
examining (Aldrich, Montgomery, and Sparks 2014). As Everson et al. (2016, 
106) argue, since the 1970s, “the war of ideas” that ideological scores attempt 
to measure “is not the sole or primary determinant of combat.”

We do not hypothesize that ideological extremity increases partisan inten-
sity, as any result may be due to a genuine relationship, the complex interplay 
of these factors, or measurement error in how political scientists measure 

TABLE 2.3. Personal Factors’ Expected Effect on Partisanship

 Expected Effect Hypothesis

Members elected during  
wave cohorts

+ Members elected during wave elections 
are more likely to have higher partisan 
intensities than other legislators.

Republicans + Republicans are more likely to have higher 
partisan intensities than Democrats.
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ideology and distinguish it from partisanship. Regardless, by including an 
ideology-based control variable that may also measure some partisan teams-
manship, we are stacking the deck against our hypotheses.

Partisanship’s Negative Consequences

So far, we have developed an explanation for why members adopt partisan 
behaviors. We contend that these personas help them achieve multiple goals—
winning reelection, becoming more politically influential, and helping their 
party win and maintain majority status. This behavior, which they use to 
appeal to constituents, copartisans in Congress, and the extended party net-
work, is public. People back home and in Congress are watching these partisan 
displays and deciding whether they want to reward or punish this behavior. 
In this section, we theorize about its legislative and electoral consequences. 
Our main contention is that any penalty from excessive partisan behavior is 
minimal and, for most members, can generally be ignored. Rather, legislators 
have a nearly free hand to act as partisan as they want.

Legislative Consequences

Earlier in the chapter, we argued that a member’s copartisan lawmakers are an 
audience paying attention to the member’s partisan demeanor. However, the 
other party’s legislators are also watching these public displays of teamsman-
ship and evaluating whether that member will be a good legislative partner. 
This across-the-aisle vetting is important. Even in a polarized, partisan Con-
gress, most legislation passes with bipartisan support (Curry and Lee 2020). 
Members build credibility and support for their ideas by securing support 
from opposition legislators when they propose their ideas. This signals to party 
leaders, committee chairs, and other members that the bill could survive a leg-
islative process that requires support from both Democrats and Republicans.

This cooperation happens early when bills are being written or are ready 
for introduction. Members seek out others to collaborate with in develop-
ing legislation (Craig 2021), strategically work with odd bedfellows (Kirkland 
2011), and build large bipartisan coalitions (Harbridge 2015) to signal how 
widespread the support is for their idea. When a bill is introduced, biparti-
san cosponsor coalitions can increase the chance the bill will be considered, 
although it depends on institutional factors and party leaders’ political calcula-
tions (Gelman 2020a; Harbridge 2015).
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Lawmakers regularly argue that this search for legislative partners from 
the other party is an important step in the bill development process. French 
Hill (R-AR) is explicit that Republican members believe that “to move a bill, 
you better have a Democratic sponsor” (Wiseman, Volden, and Hill 2020). Joe 
Neguse (D-CO) explains that, in developing these relationships, a great deal of 
effort goes into “identify[ing] partners whom I can work with to try to solve 
problems” (Wiseman and Neguse 2021).

A legislator’s partisan demeanor, and the bills they introduce to signal their 
partisan bona fides, affects this relationship building. The bills that strong 
partisans introduce are more likely to burnish their reputations as good team 
players rather than serve as genuine attempts at policymaking. They want to 
politicize an issue and use messaging legislation as a way to do so. Moreover, 
strong partisans are less likely to cosponsor bills proposed by members from 
the other party. Their interest is in preventing the other party from secur-
ing policy wins and building a record to run on. Withholding support early 
in the legislative process is an easy decision for strong partisans. The fewer 
the bipartisan cosponsors, the weaker the signal to leadership about the bill’s 
widespread support. By not supporting the legislation, strong partisans have 
the opportunity to politicize the idea by framing it in partisan terms, stop it 
from advancing, and deny the other party’s members a policy win.

When voting, a member’s partisanship affects their willingness to support 
the party. Ambitious members, who are looking to get ahead by advancing in 
the chamber or running for higher office, need to build a public record of party 
fidelity (Treul 2009). We argue this should produce two empirical patterns. 
First, partisanship should be associated with a higher likelihood of supporting 
the party’s position on important votes, even after controlling for a legislator’s 
ideology. Second, strong partisans are more likely to support the president’s 
position when he comes from their party and to oppose him when he is from 
the opposite party. Voting for or against the president, the most prominent 
partisan figure in Washington, DC, is an easy, high-profile display of one’s par-
tisan bona fides.

Even if partisanship affects members’ cosponsorship and voting decisions, 
the outstanding question is whether it makes them less effective legislators. 
Normatively, this seems like an attractive proposition. Those who choose to 
politicize issues should pay the price of being less effective at getting their 
ideas enacted. They should not be able to play it both ways, where they can 
bicker with the other party, pivot, and have their bills seriously debated.

If this sort of legislative penalty happens, it potentially operates through 
two mechanisms. First, it might be due to agenda setting. In this scenario, 



36	 Posting for Power

2RPP

as members become more partisan, they emphasize messaging legislation 
that tries to score political points. Since these measures are not supposed to 
become law, we would observe stronger partisans as less effective lawmakers 
and a direct, negative correlation between a member’s partisan intensity and 
their legislative effectiveness.

A second potential mechanism is that more partisan members are ostra-
cized and punished by the other party in the legislative process. Since partisan 
behavior is public, those in the other party may be less inclined to help advance 
ideas sponsored by those who constantly bicker with them. This effect would 
likely be most felt by minority party members, whose measures only move 
forward at the majority’s discretion. If this is happening, we would expect that 
members’ legislative success is affected by their partisan reputations and that 
any effect is more pronounced for minority party legislators who are punished 
by majority party agenda setters.

Both of these ideas seem appealing, but we are skeptical of any lawmak-
ing penalty, as there is very little empirical evidence that partisan behavior 
affects individual legislative success. Some studies link bipartisan collabora-
tion early in the legislative process with helping ideas move through Congress 
(Craig 2021). Others suggest that acting more bipartisan when cosponsor-
ing bills is linked to more legislative success (Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and 
Wiseman 2023). Yet, seriously working together in the legislative process is 
often driven by shared issue interests, not partisan considerations (Bratton 
and Rouse 2011; Kirkland 2011). When complaining about strong partisans, 
members do not cite their inability to move legislation as the problem. Rather, 
their unwillingness to break from the party when voting and their eagerness 
to politicize issues are the more common concerns (Dingell 2014). In fact, 
legislators usually say they are willing to work with anyone if they happen to 
have shared interests.16

Effective lawmaking often stems from institutional factors, like being 
a committee chair who has some agenda-setting power and a larger staff of 
experts who can help write bills (Volden and Wiseman 2014; Lewallen 2020). 
Yet, these same members who are trying to move up the congressional ranks 
also need to be good team players. Consequently, more partisan members 
often have more of the institutional resources that increase their legislative 
effectiveness.

In addition, even if partisanship is linked with proposing messaging bills 
that are intended to score political points, those measures are not the only 
ones legislators introduce. Rather, most legislators fashion themselves as 
engaged policymakers who, no matter their partisan demeanors, are working 
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to change policy (Russell 2021b). Put differently, their public personas signal 
not only their partisan intensity but also their expertise on issues.

This helps explain why those in one party do not punish opposition mem-
bers with partisan reputations. Those reputations are only part of their legis-
lative makeup, and in their search for partners to work with across the aisle, 
shared interests or areas of expertise on a particular topic are likely more 
important. In fact, it is possible that, when they are not messaging, those who 
are more partisan are sought-after collaborators in writing bipartisan legisla-
tion. Getting a highly partisan member from the other party to support your 
bill signals to other members that this issue is not ripe for politicization but 
rather offers a real chance to change the law.

Even though the opposition may not like the strong partisans from one 
party, those partisans are not the legislators the other party tries to punish or 
ostracize. Instead, the other party tries to deny credit-claiming opportunities 
to those in electorally vulnerable districts. If, as we hypothesize above, seat 
safety and partisan intensity are correlated, then being more partisan is not 
associated with the other party deliberately withholding support for a mem-
ber’s ideas. If anything, we should see the opposite—that weak partisans in 
unsafe seats are the ones sidelined by the opposition.

TABLE 2.4. Partisanship’s Hypothesized Effect on Legislative Effectiveness

 Expected Effect Hypothesis

Attracting cosponsors from the 
other party

− As member’s partisan intensity increases, 
their bills attract few cosponsors from the 
other party.

Cosponsoring bills proposed 
by members from the other 
party

− As a member’s partisan intensity increases, 
they are less likely to cosponsor bills 
proposed by those in the other party.

Supporting the party’s position + As a member’s partisan intensity increases, 
they are more likely to vote with their party.

Supporting the president’s 
position, if he is from your 
party

+ As a member’s partisan intensity increases, 
they are more likely to vote with a 
copartisan president.

Opposing the president’s 
position, if he is from the other 
party

+ As a member’s partisan intensity increases, 
they are more likely to vote against a 
president from the other party.

Legislative effectiveness Null A member’s partisan intensity does 
not affect their ability to get their ideas 
considered and enacted.
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Electoral Consequences

Political scientists have theorized and found evidence that more partisan-
ship is linked to an electoral penalty. The main argument, laid out in studies 
by Koger, Lebo, and colleagues, is that voters are more likely to punish law-
makers whom they see as more partisan (Koger and Lebo 2017; Carson et al. 
2010). This contrasts with early work that argues members pay an electoral 
penalty for being too ideologically extreme (Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 
2002). The evidence for the partisanship penalty comes from studying how 
voters respond to members’ votes. In Koger and Lebo’s (2017) experiments, 
respondents are presented with a vote framed as either partisan or ideological. 
They find that respondents are less likely to say they will support an incumbent 
who voted in a partisan way compared to one who voted ideologically. Coun-
terintuitively, they also find that respondents who identify as strong partisans 
are the most likely to punish legislators who vote in lockstep with the party.

Observational evidence from Koger, Lebo, and colleagues shows that 
members who vote with the party more often receive a lower vote share after 
taking into account their seat safety and ideology (Carson et al. 2010; Koger 
and Lebo 2017). They estimate that a 10-percentage-point increase in a law-
maker’s party unity score, which is quite large, translates into a 1 percentage 
point penalty on Election Day. However, when disaggregated by seat safety, 
this effect is greatest for those in marginal districts. Those holding seats in 
districts won by the president in the other party pay a significant penalty for 
their party unity voting on Election Day. Members in toss-up districts or in 
those that slightly lean toward their party pay little to no penalty, and those 
in safe seats receive a vote share bonus for voting with their party (Koger and 
Lebo 2017).

Harbridge-Yong’s research presents a somewhat different picture. In 
a series of studies with her coauthors, she finds that strong partisan voters 
do not prefer legislators framed as bipartisan compromisers and that voters 
reward partisan conflict as long as it ends in a victory for their side (Flynn and 
Harbridge 2016; Harbridge and Malhotra 2011).

Yet, if partisanship is about appealing to both voters back home and copar-
tisans on Capitol Hill, as we argue, then legislators need a somewhat free hand 
to change their partisan demeanors. If the penalty for being a good team player 
is swift and substantial, then only those in the safest seats might take the elec-
toral risk required to get promoted in Congress or to run for higher office. 
Moreover, the linked partisan fate that promotes cooperation and teamsman-
ship should fray much more easily than it does if the price for it is high. This 
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creates a bit of a paradox. If partisanship is motivated by factors besides what 
voters back home want, why would legislators be willing to incur an Elec-
tion Day penalty? How can members manage their political ambitions, which 
require partisan displays, while staying in office?

We contend that most lawmakers are able to effectively manage any nega-
tive electoral consequences. Recall that most of them are maintainers, not 
maximizers. They are willing to take actions that reduce their vote share 
because they have enough of an electoral cushion to manage the risk to a point. 
A maintainer who wants to move up the party leadership ranks, run a commit-
tee, or run for higher office can comfortably increase their partisan intensity. 
In doing so, they are trading between their goals of winning reelection and 
becoming politically influential. For them, the small decrease in vote share is 
worth the opportunity to become more important.

Maximizers are more constrained. They cannot forfeit votes to pursue pro-
motions. That being the case, we would expect that these members rarely act in 
partisan ways that could hurt their reelection chances. Yet, that is not the case. 
One of Koger and Lebo’s (2017) key insights is that maximizers are pushed into 
situations where their partisanship exceeds what voters will tolerate. They may 
be forced by leadership to take partisan stances that are penalized. If a penalty 
does exist, it is reasonable to assume all members face it. Maximizers are not 
able to hide from important partisan disputes, while maintainers do not mind 
them much. This argument produces a nuanced expectation. We anticipate 
that an electoral penalty exists but that its substantive effects are not large 
enough to bother most members.

Weak Partisans and Being Primaried

The argument that excessive partisanship creates a backlash on Election Day 
opens the door to the opposite situation: that members who are not partisan 
enough are more likely to be primaried. Incumbents cultivating a partisan 
persona need to worry not only about winning their general election but also 
about winning their party’s nomination. This means appealing to a party base 
of engaged voters who are motivated by negative partisanship and affective 
polarization (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Westwood, Peterson, and Lel-
kes 2019; Huddy, Mason, and Aaroe 2015).17 For most members, this is not a 
problem. The day-to-day teamsmanship on Capitol Hill serves as a constant 
reminder to primary voters that the incumbent is on their team. However, 
weak partisans, those who avoid bickering with the other party or cheerlead-
ing their own, might face accusations back home of not being a good team 
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player. This provides an opening to ambitious primary challengers, who can 
argue that they will better support the party’s interests.

Research on congressional primaries focuses on ideology, not partisan-
ship, in explaining why challengers run against incumbents (Boatright 2004; 
Jewitt and Treul 2019). However, in his careful coding of primary challenges, 
Boatright (2013) shows that many are not ideologically driven and that those 
classified as such are described as the officeholder being “too moderate or 
insufficiently partisan” (67). Similarly, Jewitt and Treul (2019) use descrip-
tions from the Almanac of American Politics to code why members are prima-
ried. It only includes ideology, not partisanship, as an explanation.

In contemporary politics, the emphasis on ideology is reasonable. Tea 
Party challengers to Republican incumbents in the 2010s were ideologically 
motivated. Similarly, prominent Democrats who have been recently prima-
ried, like Joe Crowley (D-NY), Eliot Engel (D-NY), and Michael Capuano 
(D-MA), were good team players who were defeated by ideologues. On the 
other hand, anecdotes also suggest that partisan considerations might moti-
vate challengers. The six House Republicans who voted for Donald Trump’s 
second impeachment all attracted primary challenges. Mark Sanford (R-SC) 
lost his primary after criticizing Trump. In a primary rematch, Mark Harris (R-
NC) unseated Robert Pittenger (R-NC) largely based on the former’s platform 
of unflinching support for the president (and perhaps through some election 
fraud). Meyer (2021) provides more systematic evidence that links partisan-
ship with primary behavior. He shows that primaried senators vote often with 
party leaders, not their ideologically extreme colleagues, in an effort to ward 
off quality challengers.

Although we have anecdotes and some evidence about primary challeng-
ers being motivated by partisanship, the question of whether ideology, parti-
san intensity, or both motivate primary challenges is rarely tested. In contem-
porary politics, we expect that both matter. Political scientists have repeatedly 
shown that ideological moderates are more likely to attract a challenger. But, 
especially in an age of hyper-partisanship, weak partisans who do not show 
enough party fidelity are likely to as well.

The Consequences of Partisan Tone

Research on partisanship and election outcomes almost exclusively analyzes 
votes. The studies that reveal the Election Day penalty use party unity scores 
(Carson et al. 2010; Koger and Lebo 2017), which are based on important floor 
votes, to proxy for partisan behavior. The survey experiments that try to iden-
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tify which voters are reacting to partisanship provide vignettes based on law-
makers’ votes on a bill or their broader voting record (Dancey and Sheagley 
2018; Harbridge and Malhotra 2011).

This focus on votes presents two problems. First, as we reiterate through-
out the book, so much partisan behavior is never voted on. As such, members 
might be partially evaluated on their partisan performances that fall outside 
the official roll call record. Second, and more importantly, voting obscures the 
tone that legislators use when being a good team player. Take, for instance, 
Republican senators’ partisan actions at the end of Brett Kavanaugh’s highly 
partisan and controversial Supreme Court confirmation.18 With one excep-
tion, they all voted yea. A vote-based measure would count them as all acting 
the same. Their rhetoric suggests otherwise. Some were cheerleaders who 
applauded their party for confirming Kavanaugh and touted his conservative 
credentials. Their partisan tones were positive and cheerful. Others fumed at 
Senate Democrats and spent most of their time using a negative, combative 
tone even as their party won the political fight.

Just as a partisan voting or rhetorical record is strategic, the tone members 
adopt when acting partisan is strategic too. Politicians have encouraged and 
received the message that many voters are motivated by dislike for the other 
party, not necessarily support for their side (Iyengar et al. 2019). Combative, 
negative partisan tones are common in Congress, and adopting one has a clear 
goal: to motivate the partisan voters who are the foundation of most members’ 
reelection constituencies. Doing so offers another way that partisanship can 
increase vote share. Rather than joining every partisan dispute, lawmakers can 
use a caustic tone when they do choose to join the fray. This behavior shows 
constituents that even if lawmakers are not involved in constant bickering, 
they are still on the same team and share their animus toward the opposition. 
As Election Day approaches, this provides weaker partisans political cover. 
They can point to memorable, highly combative moments to build their par-
tisan bona fides. If this is the case, then a negative partisan tone should be 
associated with members winning a higher vote share.

Yet, if a negative partisan tone is so profitable, then why doesn’t everyone 
engage in this behavior all the time? The reason is simple: Those in less safe 
seats do not benefit from the negativity. In more marginal districts, incum-
bents need to build a coalition beyond the party base. Constantly bickering 
with the other party does not motivate the independents who dislike political 
brawling or the opposition moderates they need to win. That being the case, 
the effect of partisan tone is conditional. For those in safer seats, a negative one 
is politically profitable. We expect it is correlated with winning more votes. For 
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the maximizers holding marginal seats, negativity hinders them, and it should 
reduce their Election Day performance.

Taken together, our expectations about partisanship’s electoral conse-
quences suggest members likely have a free hand to act as partisan as they 
want. Even if a general election penalty exists, it is one most maintainers can 
afford. To ward off primary challengers, incumbents need to show at least 
some respectable level of partisan fidelity, but the typical day-to-day partisan 
bickering is likely enough. Finally, most legislators can strategically adopt neg-
ative partisan tones to compensate for any electoral damage created by their 
unwillingness to consistently join the partisan fray. We outline these expecta-
tions in table 2.5.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we present a theory of congressional members’ partisanship. 
We argue that this behavior serves multiple goals: winning reelection, becom-
ing more politically influential, and helping the party achieve and maintain 
majority status. In analyzing how partisan behavior helps lawmakers achieve 
their goals, we depart from the conventional story that it is just a presenta-
tional style used to appeal to voters. Rather, it is shaped by a variety of factors 
as they try to win reelection, improve their party’s image, and seek promotions 
in Washington, DC.

Based on our argument, we propose a number of empirical predictions 
that should be consistent with partisanship being both a home style and a hill 
style. Seat safety should be associated with a member’s partisan intensity, but 
so should institutional factors like narrow majorities and membership in the 
party opposite the president. Additionally, we expect party and committee 
leaders, and those seeking promotions to these roles, to act more partisan 
than other legislators. Finally, we contend that partisanship’s consequences 

TABLE 2.5. Partisanship’s Expected Electoral Consequences

Decreased general election vote share:
• as partisanship increases.
• as partisan tone becomes more negative and incumbent holds competitive seat.

Increased general election vote share:
• as partisan tone becomes more negative and incumbent holds a safe seat.

Attracting a primary challenger is more likely as partisanship decreases.
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are fairly mild. We expect that it affects cosponsorship and voting patterns but 
otherwise does not reduce lawmakers’ legislative effectiveness. Similarly, it 
may produce a small electoral penalty, but one that most members can afford 
to incur. In the following chapters, we develop and validate measures of leg-
islators’ partisan intensity and their partisan tones. In chapters 5, 6, and 7, we 
test our theoretical expectations.
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THREE

Moving Beyond Votes

Defining and Measuring Partisan Intensity

Few documents reveal a person’s essential qualities like an obituary. These 
remembrances emphasize important traits—a person’s professional achieve-
ments, their personal accomplishments, and their positive qualities or, because 
politeness dictates so, dressed-up negative ones. Obituaries not only record a 
life’s details but also reveal which qualities matter and are worth reporting.

What traits do obituaries suggest define a lawmaker’s career? Certainly 
their legislative successes and issue advocacy are remembered. But so is their 
partisan behavior, or lack thereof. Members are often lionized for their lack of 
partisanship and their willingness to work across the aisle. Thad Cochran was 
remembered as a “throwback from a more genteel era of American politics, 
rarely engaging the brutal fights and pitched partisanship of today’s modern-
day Senate” (Everett 2019). Bob Michel was a “genial conciliator” (Clymer 
2017). Elijah Cummings, who ended his career as a partisan brawler as the 
ranking Democrat on the House Oversight Committee, was memorialized for 
his fierce support for his party and his private, bipartisan friendships (Berman 
2019). Even strong partisans are remembered for their unyielding styles. Alcee 
Hastings was not celebrated for his lawmaking skills, as he “never sponsored 
major legislation” (Seelye 2021).1 Rather, his pointed partisanship was a defin-
ing trait: Hastings’s obituary writer politely described him as someone who 
“could be counted on to express himself freely. He had a particular loathing 
for President Donald J. Trump, whom he once called a ‘sentient pile of excre-
ment’” (Seelye 2021).
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Much of Hastings’s partisan persona that was so notable to his obituary 
writer can be seen through his Twitter posts. During his final two years in 
office, 42 percent of his messaging was partisan in nature. Some of it touted 
the House Democrats’ work on the Rules Committee, which he served on, 
but most of it attacked the Trump administration. In 2019, he started the year 
excoriating the president over the government shutdown. He regularly posted 
using the hashtag #TrumpShutdown while still finding the time to post about 
the Mueller investigation and Trump’s relationship with Vladimir Putin.

By the summer of 2020, Hastings’s Twitter timeline was a mix of messaging 
about how to get COVID aid, hurricane updates, standard PR about various 
bill introductions, and a near constant criticism of prominent Republicans. He 
angrily posted about Trump’s attempts to end the census count early, Senate 
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell’s refusal to bring up a police reform bill in 
response to George Floyd’s murder, and Governor Ron DeSantis’s decision 
to lift COVID restrictions on Floridians gathering in public places. Repre-
sentative Hastings saw a lot going wrong in the United States and argued that 
Republicans were to blame for most, if not all, of it.

Hastings passed away in 2021. His obituary writer had a lot of material to 
work with. After all, few politicians have the résumé of being an impeached 
federal judge who was then elected to Congress 15 times. But even a cursory 
glance through Hastings’s Twitter posts, especially during Trump’s first term, 
reveals a deeply committed Democratic team player. The writer would have 
missed an essential aspect of Hastings’s priorities without reflecting on this 
part of his political style.

More broadly, memorializing members’ partisan demeanors suggests that 
this trait is important and that it varies among lawmakers. If everyone was 
a genial, bipartisan compromiser or a hard-edged partisan, no one would 
comment on this quality. Instead, for many members, their partisan behav-
ior is a defining feature of their time in office. Yet, as a concept, partisanship 
has become a catchall term to describe a wide range of members’ behaviors, 
whether appropriate or not.

Understanding partisanship, and its consequences, requires a careful def-
inition and measure, which are the tasks we take up in this chapter. In the 
following pages, we define partisanship, what it is and what it is not, as well 
as introduce a measure of lawmakers’ partisan intensity using their Twitter 
posts. The idea underlying our measure is straightforward. Lawmakers vary in 
how often they use explicitly partisan language. We assume that this rhetoric 
reflects their underlying partisan intensity, that is, their willingness to devote 
time and effort to support their party (Hall 1996).
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As we discuss throughout the chapter, partisanship takes many forms and 
can be measured in different ways. The most common way it is operationalized 
uses roll call votes or bill cosponsorships. Our approach differs and offers more 
advantages in capturing the concept. Social media posts include more partisan 
disputes than the roll call record or bill introductions. Moreover, votes and 
cosponsorships are limited by selection effects and are confounded by ideol-
ogy and pressure from leadership. Twitter posts reflect “the largely volunta-
ristic” and deliberate decisions members make when building their partisan 
brands (Lee 2009, 18). Indeed, an important distinguishing factor between 
these standard measures and ours is that most other ones are preference based. 
They assess, for instance, if a member supported a bill. This treats very differ-
ent partisan situations the same. By measuring a legislator’s intensity, we can 
assess who was involved in a partisan situation and how active they were in 
vocalizing that partisanship.

We measure individual-level partisanship by training a neural network to 
identify partisan tweets from the over three million posted from 2015 through 
2020 (the 114th through 116th Congresses) and validate our results in multiple 
ways. We show that out-of-sample official party Twitter accounts reveal high 
levels of partisanship. We find that highly partisan events produce more parti-
san intensity than other, less divisive moments and that our measure captures 
a different dimension of political conflict than ideological polarization.

What Is Partisanship?

As a concept, partisanship is used to define all sorts of congressional behavior. 
Sometimes it is a synonym for ideological polarization. It is often deployed as a 
pejorative, where being “partisan” is used as shorthand for something that has 
gone wrong or is illegitimate. It is linked or conflated with other concepts as 
well, like divisive behavior, incivility, or bad faith. Even when it is defined more 
precisely, as members engaging in team play that helps their party, the term 
can be difficult to pin down because partisanship is not limited to one situa-
tion or activity. It happens in various congressional venues and can be measured 
in many ways. Voting, bill cosponsorships, floor speeches, social events, social 
media posts, and congressional trips have all been used to study the concept.

When describing partisanship, the common thread among congressional 
observers and members themselves is the conclusion that today’s Congress 
and its members are hyper-partisan. Whether it is their voting records, rheto-
ric, or personal interactions, the general consensus is that partisanship is prev-
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alent and consequential. Yet, because the term is used as a catchall to describe 
a wide range of legislative behaviors and activities, it is important to be precise 
in exactly what we mean when we discuss partisanship.

A Definition of Partisanship

Partisanship is when legislators support their party or oppose the other party. 
It arises due to “competing political interests” (Lee 2009, 3) and manifests 
when members seek to gain advantage for their side, usually at the expense of 
the opposition. Members are being partisan when their actions benefit their 
party at the expense of the other party.2

Political scientists often describe modern congressional parties as teams, 
who work together to beat the other party electorally and on policy issues 
(Koger and Lebo 2017; Lee 2009). If Democrats and Republicans are teams, 
then members are the players and partisan activities help the team advance 
its goals. Like any team, teammates vary in their commitment to the group’s 
cause. Some are eager supporters, helping their copartisans, fighting with the 
opposition, and advancing their party’s messages. Others are more reluctant, 
only joining the fray when necessary. Thus, in the simplest terms, we under-
stand partisanship as a member’s willingness to help their team.

This concept is one of four mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories 
that describe how a member’s behavior intersects with their partisan identity. 
Bipartisanship is when politicians from opposite parties work together. Cross-
partisanship occurs when members of the same party fight with one another. 
Nonpartisan behavior describes situations that have no partisan content. 
Wishing your constituents a “Happy National Lobster Day” is one appetizing 
example. These categories are mutually exclusive, and any sort of legislative 
behavior or rhetoric can be placed in one of them (Rhodes and Albert 2017).

Defining individual-level partisanship this way reveals three of its impor-
tant features. First, a member’s decision to engage in partisan behaviors is 
“largely voluntaristic” (Lee 2009, 18). Certainly, in some venues, lawmakers 
are coerced to act in a partisan manner. Party leaders can pressure members 
to support the party on a roll call vote. Members might be asked to carry the 
president’s water on Capitol Hill or make a statement to display party unity on 
an important issue. Yet, as we discuss in the next chapter, these situations are 
the exception, not the norm, in the day-to-day partisanship that defines con-
gressional politics. Even in the face of this pressure, and in some cases severe 
consequences, the decision to act in a partisan way is up to the member.

Second, as we argued in chapter 2, legislators are deliberate in the parti-
san styles and reputations they develop. Every day, they are confronted with 
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potential partisan disputes that they can engage in or avoid. When speaking 
publicly and engaging with constituents, they decide whether to frame what is 
going on in Washington, DC, and their behavior, as partisan or not. In cultivat-
ing a personal legislative style on the Hill, nearly 40 percent of legislators are 
best described as party soldiers or party builders, who work to advance parti-
san goals and generally avoid bipartisanship (Bernhard and Sulkin 2018). Just 
as members carefully tend to other parts of their images, they also cultivate the 
partisan aspect of their brands.

Third, partisanship varies in its tone. Political scientists pay a great deal of 
attention to negatively toned partisanship and partisan warriors, the members 
who traffic in hard-edged, inflammatory activities and who refuse to compro-
mise with the other party (Theriault 2015). Yet, it does not need to be negative. 
It can be effusively positive as legislators work to cast their party in the best 
possible light. Near constant partisan credit claiming is a way legislators try 
to improve their side’s brand and provides an affirmative case for why voters 
should support them and their party. A common version of what we call parti-
san cheerleading is when legislators argue that their party is responsible for a 
strong economy. When low unemployment numbers are released, strong par-
tisans argue the same jobs report happened because of the “Obama economy” 
or GOP tax cuts.

Both types of partisanship—positive and negative—are important to 
include in any study of this concept. Take, for instance, lawmakers’ behav-
ior during the Trump presidency. Without question, partisan bickering was 
a regular occurrence. However, Republican cheerleading of Trump was an 
important dynamic in Washington, DC. Anytime the president did something 
controversial or objectionable, the immediate question was who in the Repub-
lican Party would support him or remain quiet.3 Tracking who would provide 
cover for the president quickly became a litmus test for which strong partisans 
defend their party leader’s actions and who would stay out of the fray.

This version of cheerleading, while taking on unusual significance during 
the Trump era, is not new. It follows the Eleventh Commandment, popular-
ized by Ronald Reagan, that “thou shalt not speak ill of any fellow Republi-
can” (1990). In the modern Congress, members closely hew to Reagan’s adage. 
Within-party public fighting is rare. Instead, when legislators talk about their 
party, they do so in an overwhelmingly positive way.4

The Many Faces of Partisan Behavior

Importantly, partisanship is not limited to one activity or situation. Rather, 
it happens in many venues and takes many forms. It includes the confronta-
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tional, ugly politics people commonly associate with the concept. Hardball 
tactics that split the parties, like locking the door so your opponents cannot 
join a conference committee negotiation (Sinclair 2006), are one version of 
partisanship. It also includes other, tamer behaviors that arise from the com-
mon day-to-day business on Capitol Hill, like taking a partisan tact in media 
interviews.

The most studied type of partisanship is how often members vote with 
their party. Research on party voting examines why lawmakers support their 
party on the floor (Cox and McCubbins 1991; Patterson and Caldeira 1988), 
the influence party leaders having in twisting members’ arms to back the lead-
ership’s position (Snyder and Groseclose 2000; Ansolabehere, Snyder, and 
Stewart 2001), agenda-setting effects on party unity (Crespin, Rohde, and 
Vander Wielen 2011), and the consequences of lawmakers’ partisan voting 
records (Carson et al. 2010). A second research area uses bill cosponsorship 
patterns. This version assesses who is willing to work across the aisle early on 
in the legislative process or who endorses only their copartisans’ bills (Har-
bridge 2015; Kirkland 2011; Rippere 2016).

Members can act as partisans (or not) in other ways. They regularly travel 
together on fact-finding congressional delegations, or CODELS, some of 
which are bipartisan (Alduncin, Parker, and Theriault 2017). On Capitol Hill, 
they arrange social events, like seersucker day or potlucks (Lawless, Theriault, 
and Guthrie 2018). Some members join the fun, no matter the organizers’ 
party, while others avoid participating in building the institution’s bipartisan 
social fabric. Researchers have even examined who is more partisan in who 
they mingle with on the House and Senate floors (Dietrich 2021).

Beyond legislators’ activities in Washington, DC, and who they travel with, 
their partisanship is reflected by their rhetoric. One of their main daily tasks, 
especially in the age of social media, is to explain their actions to voters, activ-
ists, and donors. This can involve partisan framing, and members differ in 
how often they use such rhetoric in their floor speeches and on social media 
(Maltzmann and Sigelman 1996; Morris 2001; Russell 2018).

No matter the venue, partisan behavior occurs on a spectrum and is not 
fixed. Some politicians are strong partisans, who are motivated by having their 
side win at the expense of the opposition. Others are not. Yet, as we show 
throughout the book, lawmakers strategically increase or decrease their par-
tisan intensities as they pursue their goals of winning reelection and becoming 
more politically influential.

To summarize, we define partisanship as supporting one’s political side or 
opposing the other party. For individual legislators, the extent to which they 
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engage in this behavior is voluntaristic and deliberate. Yet, as we note above, 
partisan behavior happens in all sorts of ways. This creates confusion, as many 
concepts are conflated with partisanship. Thus, before we present our partisan 
intensity measure, we will next distinguish partisanship from what it is not.

Partisan Warfare, Bickering, and Fighting Are Types of Partisanship

A common convention political scientists employ in describing congressio-
nal partisanship is to use the term adjectivally. Members might be engaging 
in partisan warfare, partisan bickering, partisan fighting, or some other noun. 
Although these terms are sometimes used interchangeably, researchers have 
been careful in defining them. For instance, Lee (2009, 193) describes parti-
san bickering as “when partisans impeach one another’s motives, question 
one another’s ethics and competence, engage in reflexive partisanship, and—
when it is politically useful to do so—exploit and deepen divisions rather than 
seeking common ground.” Theriault (2013, 11) argues that partisan warfare is 
similar but more extreme. It involves “strategies that go beyond defeating your 
opponents into humiliating them . . . go beyond fighting the good legislative 
fight to destroying the institution and the legislative process.” In chapter 4, we 
use our own modifiers–bickerers, opportunists, and cheerleaders—based on 
members’ partisan tone.

No matter the specific vocabulary used, these terms are descriptions of dif-
ferent types of partisanship. “Warfare” and “bickering” are negative versions 
that differ in their extremity and tactics. A more general term like “partisan 
fighting” describes when legislators attack one another and encompasses ideas 
like warfare and bickering (Gelman 2020b).

Our goal is not to split hairs but to point out that these sorts of terms cap-
ture specific types of behavior. Partisan warfare is different than partisan 
cheerleading, where members of the same party credit claim for their collec-
tive successes, but both are dimensions of partisanship. We broadly explore 
this concept and include all these dimensions in our study.

Partisanship Is Not Polarization

Partisanship is often used synonymously with ideological or partisan polariza-
tion, but importantly, these concepts are different (McCarty 2019). Ideologi-
cal polarization is “a separation of politics into liberal and conservative camps” 
(McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2016, 4). That is, it is policy based. “Partisan 
polarization,” the term most commonly conflated with “partisanship,” is a type 
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of ideological polarization in which Democrats and Republicans disagree on 
policy issues. Polarization does not need to be based on partisanship.5 For 
instance, age, race, and class polarization are all possible types of polarization 
and do not necessarily involve being a Democrat or Republican. Put differ-
ently, ideology is a “belief system” made up of ideas, attitudes, and issue posi-
tions (Converse 1964). Partisanship is a type of group conflict and reflects a 
willingness to support the party.

These concepts are blurred because they are not mutually exclusive. In 
the modern Congress, many political disagreements are both ideological 
and partisan. When an issue splits the parties, lawmakers not only want their 
preferred policy but also want a political win from the situation. Sometimes, 
they do not even try to make policy but use a polarizing issue to make their 
party look good or to embarrass the other side (Gelman 2020a; Egar 2016; Lee 
2016). Consider the following examples that help distinguish what is partisan, 
ideological, or both.

During the first Trump presidency, many of the most consequential issues 
Congress dealt with were purely partisan. Most notable were the president’s 
two impeachments. Asking a foreign leader for dirt on a political opponent 
and inciting an insurrection are not ideological stances. Rather, the issues 
were partisan as one party tried to hold the other party’s leader accountable. 
In the end, most lawmakers voted in a partisan way, supporting their team’s 
dominant position.6 Other Trump-related fights, like House Democrats sub-
poenaing his tax returns and demanding transcripts of his conversations with 
Vladimir Putin after their Helsinki conference, were partisan but not ideologi-
cal. Similarly, the Republican-led Benghazi hearings, and subsequent attacks 
related to Hillary Clinton’s private email server, were pure partisan politics.

More rarely, issues can feature ideological but not partisan conflict. During 
the “Textbook Congress,” this sort of dispute was more visible when northern 
and southern Democrats openly disagreed on civil rights issues. Today, ideo-
logical fights still happen: Bills can pass the House or Senate with bipartisan 
majorities without the support of the extreme wings of one of the parties. For 
instance, in late 2020, Congress passed a temporary continuing resolution to 
keep the government open. It passed the House overwhelmingly, with only 
the most extreme conservatives voting no.7

The reason why polarization and partisanship are used interchangeably 
is that so much conflict includes both. Not only are hot-button topics, like 
abortion, gun control, climate change, taxes, and electoral reform, issue-
based disputes, but they also split the parties. Although within-party views 
are not monolithic, almost all congressional Democrats are more liberal than 
Republicans (and vice versa) on these and many other topics. As a result, the 
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issue often gets wielded for political gain: merging ideological methods with 
partisan motivations. Additionally, engaged citizens often graft an ideological 
dimension onto purely partisan disputes. For example, Republican activists 
viewed their congressional copartisans as more conservative if they supported 
Donald Trump during the purely partisan disputes we discussed above (Hop-
kins and Noel 2022).

Perhaps the best encapsulation of this intertwining is Supreme Court nom-
inations. Senators openly discuss the ideological implications of certain nomi-
nees. These are also political disputes that are deeply partisan. Republicans’ 
refusal to vote on Merrick Garland’s nomination, their nuking of the filibus-
ter to confirm Neil Gorsuch,8 and their handling of sexual assault allegations 
against Brett Kavanaugh were partisan, not ideological, issues. Yet, without 
question, these partisan moves are used to confirm liberal or conservative 
justices to the Supreme Court. It is easy to see how polarization and partisan-
ship become blurred.

Members’ rhetoric reflects the way ideology and partisanship can inter-
twine as they strategically portray issues as ideological, partisan, or both. 
When Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT, 2018) tweeted that “the repeal of #Net-
Neutrality hands the internet over to a handful of corporations while people of 
color, low-income families, disabled communities and rural towns get pushed 
offline,” he was making an issue-based, ideological claim about net neutrality. 
Nothing in his post mentions Democrats or Republicans or invokes any sort 
of partisan consideration.

Other messages on the same topic show how the issue can move from a 
purely ideological debate to a partisan one. Senator Catherine Cortez Masto 
(D-NV, 2018) framed the situation as unified Democrats trying to peel off one 
GOP vote to preserve net neutrality:

Today is the day. @SenateDems are officially filing the petition that 
allows us to force a vote on the Senate floor to save #NetNeutrality. But 
we still need #OneMoreVote to get it done. If you want to protect a free, 
open internet, make your voices heard before it’s too late!

Representative Kathy Castor (D-FL, 2018) took a different partisan approach 
by highlighting this as a partisan fight and critiquing Republicans, including 
President Trump, Speaker Paul Ryan, the House Republican Conference, and 
the entire Republican Party:

Trump/GOP repeal of #NetNeutrality goes into effect today even 
though most Americans support free, open internet. This will hurt 
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small businesses & consumers! @SpeakerRyan @HouseGOP blocking 
@USRepMikeDoyle resolution to #SavetheInternet even after Senate 
voted to do so!

In a polarized political environment, the differences between these con-
cepts might seem pedantic. But the difference is important. As strategic com-
municators, lawmakers are careful and purposive when they politicize a situa-
tion by framing it as a partisan issue. Some lawmakers follow Senator Sanders’s 
strategy and avoid partisan rhetoric. Others constantly talk about politics in 
partisan terms.

A perfect example of these strategies, and their consequences, is the 2018 
North Dakota Senate race. The incumbent Democrat, Heidi Heitkamp, was 
defending her seat in a deep red state against Congressman Kevin Cramer. 
Heitkamp had a near impossible task. North Dakotans strongly supported 
President Trump, and he actively campaigned for Cramer. She had to run a 
campaign that highlighted her popular issue positions, while carefully avoid-
ing partisan rhetoric that reminded North Dakotans she was a Democrat or 
criticized the president. Heitkamp’s solution was to avoid directly criticiz-
ing Trump but mentioning him to tout her bipartisan accomplishments. Her 
social media posts, like the one below, used him as a credit-claiming device to 
burnish her bipartisan bona fides.

In May, the President signed my bipartisan #Relief4MainStreet bill into 
law which included provisions I fought for to help boost investments 
in #smallbiz & startups in ND & rural America by eliminating unneces-
sary red tape. Read more @emergingprairie. (Heitkamp 2018b)

When talking about issues, Heitkamp spoke in ideological terms, portray-
ing herself as a moderate with sensible issue positions that any reasonable 
North Dakotan could support. Her messaging on net neutrality avoided any 
partisan language, tried to appeal to moderates and conservatives, but still 
adopted a common Democratic slogan, #SaveTheInternet, without mention-
ing the party itself:

@FCC North Dakota businesses are worried about higher online busi-
ness costs, & many working families & millennials are anxious about 
rising internet rates & limited access. Let’s #SaveTheInternet & allow 
North Dakotans to thrive. (Heitkamp 2018a)
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In contrast, Kevin Cramer campaigned as a partisan. He constantly invoked 
Trump and told North Dakotans he would reliably support the president. To 
be fair, Cramer also ran on a conservative platform, but the purest distillation 
of his campaign was that he backed Trump and Trump backed him. In the end, 
Cramer won, but the moral of the story is not that one type of campaigning is 
more effective than another. Rather, it is that ideology and partisanship are not 
synonymous, and politicians strategically mix and match them. As such, we 
should pay close attention to when they use partisan language. That choice is 
intentional and, as we show throughout the book, consequential.

In distinguishing ideology and partisanship as distinct but interrelated con-
cepts, we see the serious measurement challenges created by their overlap. 
When an issue is both partisan and ideological, we cannot disentangle the con-
cepts from one another. However, any reasonable evaluation of partisanship 
also needs to account for ideology. As a result, we are faced with two options. 
The first is to find a set of purely partisan situations and measure which legis-
lators participated the most in them. Lee (2009) takes a similar approach in 
showing that parties regularly work as teams on issues that are not ideological. 
The problem is that if we are interested in comprehensively measuring and 
assessing partisanship, we would exclude most of the cases. Furthermore, as 
Hopkins and Noel (2022) show, what we might argue is purely partisan might 
be viewed as ideological by voters and activists.

The second option is to use the standard measures of political ideology, 
like DW-NOMINATE, which also partially measure partisan teamsmanship 
(Aldrich, Montgomery, and Sparks 2014). In doing so, we will underestimate 
the effect of partisanship, as some of the variation is being captured by the ide-
ology measure. We adopt this approach, which allows us to more comprehen-
sively evaluate partisanship, with the caveat that we may be underestimating 
its effects when we control for ideology.

Partisanship Is Not Incivility (and Incivility Is Not Necessarily Partisan)

Besides ideology, partisanship is often conflated with incivility. Of course, 
many vitriolic attacks are overtly partisan. Extreme examples, like Mo 
Brooks (R-AL) equating Democrats to Nazis on the House floor,9 stand out 
as instances that tie these concepts together. Beyond the sensational, political 
scientists have documented for decades how uncivil behavior intersects with 
hard-edged partisanship, with regular updates that include new players like 
the Tea Party or the Freedom Caucus (Gervais 2019; Gervais and Morris 2018; 
Uslaner 1993; Dodd and Schraufnagel 2013).



56	 Posting for Power

2RPP

Partisan behavior can be uncivil, but it can also be polite or even down-
right cheerful. A good deal of partisanship comes from politicians touting their 
party’s and copartisans’ achievements. Credit claiming, for a good economy 
or popular policies, is a hallmark of this rhetoric. None of it is uncivil. Even 
negative partisan messaging can remain civil. For example, when Senator Tom 
Carper (D-DE, 2017) tweeted “RT @EPWDems: Senate Democrats call on 
Republican leaders to postpone final vote on nomination of Scott Pruitt to 
lead the EPA,” he created a partisan frame for the reader, portrayed the other 
party’s decision as wrong, and remained civil. Moreover, sometimes incivility 
can be cross-partisan. Donald Trump reserved special animus for members 
who criticized him, like when he called Mitt Romney a “pompous ass” (Foran 
2019). Incivility and partisanship sometimes go hand in hand on Capitol Hill. 
It is reasonable to pay close attention to this type of rhetoric and the toxic 
environment it creates. However, these concepts are distinct.

Bad Faith Arguments, Trolling, Ad Hominem Attacks, 
 and Lies Are Not Necessarily Partisan

Some legislators, especially on social media, like to gain attention by making 
outrageous claims. Often doing so includes name-calling, bad faith arguments, 
and emotionally charged language. The targets for this internet trolling can 
be partisan. While in office, Dana Rohrabacher (R-CA) maintained a unique 
social media presence, as he would often post controversial content and then 
argue with those who responded. Some of his attacks were partisan, like call-
ing Barack Obama a fascist. Other targets, like “global warming alarmists,” 
scientists, and critics of his pro-Russian views, were not (Goldmacher 2013).

This sort of bad etiquette is not limited to unique characters like Rohra-
bacher. Members defy rhetorical norms to make headlines, raise campaign 
donations, influence a policy debate, and show that they can drive a media 
narrative. Their comments can be profoundly distasteful, but they are only 
partisan if their idea is couched in a partisan frame.

Partisanship Is Not Necessarily Bad or a  
Sign That Something Has Gone Wrong

Partisanship is regularly used as a pejorative, describing how a particular situ-
ation, or Congress more generally, has gone wrong. Legislators like to com-
plain that bills are written or investigations are conducted in a partisan man-
ner, without input from their side. Journalists regularly cite partisanship as 
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standing in the way of compromise. Even political scientists point the finger at 
hard-edged partisans for much of the worst behavior on Capitol Hill and con-
sistently show that bipartisanship is the key to achieving legislative results. In 
fact, an entire literature examines what makes members more bipartisan, with 
the underlying assumption that working across the aisle is normatively good.

Without question, partisanship can be problematic, especially in lawmak-
ing. Researchers have no shortage of anecdotes and data that show it inhibits 
legislating in a political system with numerous veto points (Curry and Lee 
2020; Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and Wiseman 2023). Yet it is essential to other 
congressional functions and representative government more broadly. It can 
fuel public oversight of the executive branch (Kriner and Schwartz 2008; 
Parker and Dull 2009; McGrath 2013). In multiparty political systems with 
free and fair elections, parties need to compete for office, and in doing so, they 
need to make an electoral case for their side. That requires partisanship.

Moreover, depending on one’s political affiliations, the behavior from some 
of the strongest partisans in Congress can be very popular. Democratic voters 
surely saw Adam Schiff, their lead impeachment manager during Trump’s two 
impeachments, as doing important work that held the president to account. 
By our measure, he was the most partisan legislator during that time. Similarly, 
Republican voters showed no qualms with the way that Mitch McConnell, the 
most partisan senator, pursued a partisan approach to approving scores of 
conservative judges while Trump was president.

Partisanship plays an essential role in legislative politics and cannot be 
branded as an unalloyed good or bad feature. Some versions can harm the 
institution’s functioning, but others are what incentivize Democrats and 
Republicans to hold one another accountable for their actions. Its reputation 
as a problem, one that has made it a pejorative synonymous with dysfunction, 
is overly simplistic.

Operationalizing Congressional Partisanship

Since partisanship is not defined as one activity, it has been measured in many 
ways. Vote-based measures assess a legislator’s partisan loyalty (Theriault 
2008; Carson et al. 2010; Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2001).10 Cospon-
sorship data is used to measure bipartisanship by calculating how often mem-
bers cosponsor legislation with opposition lawmakers (“Bipartisan Index” 
2021; Harbridge 2015; Fowler 2006; Lawless, Theriault, and Guthrie 2018).11

Researchers have also analyzed how often legislators voluntarily cooperate 
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in less formal settings. Such situations as who travels together to foreign coun-
tries on official business (a CODEL), who attends one another’s social events 
in the Capitol, or who speaks to one another on chamber floors show dis-
parities in who is collegial and cooperative in these less visible, off-the-record 
settings (Dietrich 2021; Alduncin, Parker, and Theriault 2017; Lawless, Theri-
ault, and Guthrie 2018). More in line with our approach, some have examined 
partisan rhetoric, often by analyzing speeches and statements submitted into 
the congressional record and, more recently, social media (Maltzmann and 
Sigelman 1996; Morris 2001; Russell 2018, 2021b).12

Although these measures provide important insights, many of them suffer 
from measurement error. The most commonly used ones, votes and cospon-
sorships, present three main problems. First, many partisan disputes do not 
produce voting or cosponsorship data. For example, judicial confirmations, 
one of the most contentious issues in the modern Senate, are not cosponsored. 

TABLE 3.1. Votes and Cosponsorship Opportunities for 12 Partisan Events

 Event # of Votes
# of Bills / 

Resolutions

114th Congress Merrick Garland’s Supreme Court 
nomination

0 0

House Democrats’ sit-in to protest GOP 
inaction on gun legislation

0 1

Hillary Clinton’s use of a private e-mail 
server

0 3

Conclusion of Benghazi investigation 0 0

115th Congress Brett Kavanaugh’s Supreme Court 
nomination

2 0

Steve Bannon’s appointment to the 
National Security Council

0 1

Condemning President Trump’s remarks 
after white supremacist rally in 
Charlottesville, VA

2 2

President Trump’s firing of FBI Director 
James Comey

0 8

116th Congress Conclusion of Mueller investigation 1 1
President Trump ordering that Lafayette 

Square be cleared of protestors
0 1

Nancy Pelosi tearing Trump’s State of the 
Union Address

0 1

House Republicans disrupting House 
Intelligence hearings related to Trump’s 
presidency in a Capitol sensitive 
compartmented information facility

0 0
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Similarly, party leaders control the floor agenda to determine which partisan 
fights receive a vote (Gelman 2020a).13 As table 3.1 shows, during the six-year 
period we analyze, contentious partisan disputes produced very few, if any, 
votes or cosponsorship opportunities.

Second, bills and vote-based measures are confounded by ideology and 
agenda-setting effects. Cosponsorships reflect both a legislator’s willingness to 
work with the other side and also their support for the proposed policy (Kirk-
land 2011). Votes are generated from a censored agenda determined by party 
leaders. Moreover, when voting, members’ decision-making is also influenced 
by their policy preferences and pressure from leadership, not just partisan 
considerations (Krehbiel 1993). As we show in later chapters, both of these 
measures are poor proxies for measuring partisanship, as they are associated 
with both lawmakers’ partisan intensity and their ideology.

Third, votes and cosponsorships, and other non-rhetoric-based 
approaches, measure a legislator’s revealed partisan preferences, that is, their 
willingness to take a partisan position (Hall 1996). However, preference-based 
measures treat very different disputes in the same way. High-profile battles, 
like a Supreme Court nomination, count the same as less important fights, 
such as confirming a district court judge. Rather, a better measure is members’ 
“revealed intensities” for partisanship, the “time and . . . effort [they] devote” 
to partisan activities (Hall 1996). An intensity-based approach captures not 
only whether a legislator took a partisan position, and their preference, but 
how involved they were in the particular situation.

To understand how this difference is important, consider how each 
approach would measure the partisan behavior surrounding Donald Trump’s 
first impeachment. Using preference-based measures, almost all House Demo-
crats and Republicans would have been measured identically. The impeach-
ment resolution was not cosponsored, and all Democrats, except for three, 
voted to impeach and all Republicans voted not to impeach.14 The bluntness 
of the proxy yields a nearly complete lack of variance.

In contrast, an intensity-based approach would show substantial differ-
ences in members’ partisan behavior. House Judiciary committee mem-
bers publicly argued for nearly a week over whether Trump’s behavior was 
impeachable. After the House impeached him, the Democratic impeachment 
managers argued for Trump’s conviction before the Senate. During the Sen-
ate trial, some representatives devoted all of their public messaging to talking 
about it, while others were much quieter. At the end of the ordeal, even though 
almost all of them voted in a partisan way, their behavior during those two 
months varied drastically. Our intensity-based measure captures these differ-
ences. A preference-based one does not.



60	 Posting for Power

2RPP

The Promise of a Social Media–Based, Rhetoric Measure

Rhetoric-based approaches can measure a legislator’s partisan intensity. How-
ever, many are limited. A commonly used data source are speeches delivered 
in the congressional record (Morris 2001; Maltzmann and Sigelman 1996). 
Yet, like votes and cosponsorships, it does not comprehensively cover partisan 
disputes. For example, during the 114th Congress, House Republicans cre-
ated a select committee to investigate a terrorist attack on the US consulate in 
Benghazi, Libya. The committee was viewed as a partisan exercise to politically 
damage Hillary Clinton, the Democratic nominee for president. Representa-
tive Trey Gowdy (R-SC), the committee chair, did not make any statements 
that were recorded into the congressional record about the investigation.

The House’s rules restrict members’ remarks to the topic being consid-
ered. Unrestricted floor time allows for more rhetorical freedom but is lim-
ited. Additionally, nothing is entered into the record when Congress is not in 
session, which includes nearly half of the days in a congressional term. Con-
sequently, partisan behavior that arises when members are back home, and 
especially on the campaign trail, is not included in this data. Press releases and 
newsletters allow for more unconstrained rhetoric, but they are used much 
less frequently than social media.

Twitter’s ubiquitous use among members of Congress, particularly during 
the years we study, offers a new opportunity to measure partisanship and is 
well suited for this task. Lawmakers use social media in ways similar to other 
mediums, both in their broadcast communication style ( Jungherr 2016) and 
in their message content (Golbeck, Grimes, and Rogers 2010; Straus et al. 
2013). They post much more frequently on social media on a wider range of 
topics than through other mediums. For example, during the 115th Congress, 
lawmakers sent over 1.2 million tweets, with the median lawmaker posting 
1,628 messages. During the same time, the congressional record included 
about 37,000 total entries, many of which do not include members’ statements 
(e.g., entries that report on committee activities or that record bill introduc-
tions). To put the sheer size of social media data in perspective, the average 
congressional record for a Congress runs to approximately 30,000 print pages, 
while the tweets of members would run to over 170,000 pages if printed out 
equivalently. Other communication modes are used less often. Members send 
about 500 press releases and 100 newsletters per congressional term (Grim-
mer 2013). As with other mediums, legislators used Twitter to position take, 
credit claim, and advertise. They simply did much more of it on this platform.

In that vein, Twitter posts from this time offer a more comprehensive 
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record of legislators’ communications. Not only did members post unique 
messages, but they also linked to their floor speeches, press releases, media 
interviews, and other items they want their supporters to view. In fact, Twit-
ter was often the only place members responded to the issues of the day or 
fast-moving news stories. In that political environment, tweeting became the 
predominant venue for legislators’ unrestricted rhetoric and was often viewed 
as a type of “digital homestyle” (Gervais and Morris 2018). As a low-cost tool, 
legislators could tweet from anywhere at any time, so their posts included 
their reactions to contemporaneous issues that other forms of communication 
often miss.

Researchers have recognized Twitter as a valuable data source and have 
used it to study a wide range of congressional behavior, including how con-
gressional candidates campaign online ( Jungherr 2016), how that campaign-
ing is gendered (Mechkova and Wilson 2021), legislators’ ideology (Barberá 
2015), presidential support (Miras 2019), issue attention and agenda setting 
(Russell 2021b; Barbera et al. 2019), substantive representation (Dancey and 
Masand 2017; Gervais and Wilson 2017), and incivility (Gervais and Morris 
2018). Similar to our work, Russell (2018, 2020) uses tweets to study positive 
and negative partisan rhetoric in the Senate.

Anyone who spends their time reading legislators’ social media posts will 
notice a pattern. Some are written by the members themselves. The informal 
style, many spelling errors, and idiosyncratic content choices are hallmarks of 
self-written content. Most posts are polished, on message, and clearly writ-
ten by communications staffers. As we note early in chapter 2, we adopt the 
same assumption that decades of research on congressional communications 
follow: Communication from a legislator, whether written by them or staff, 
which describes almost all social media posts, floor speeches, newsletters, 
oversight questions, or any other material not directly said by the member off 
the top of their head, reflects their perspective on that topic.15

Although promising, social media data presents limitations. Unlike other 
partisanship measures, such as votes or floor speeches, tweets are not part 
of the formal record and may be a less costly way to display this behavior. 
Ill-advised posts can be deleted.16 The remaining tweets may show more par-
tisan intensity than other communication modes, as Twitter users are more 
politically engaged and partisan than the general public (Wojcik and Hughes 
2019). If that is the case, we might overestimate Congress’s partisan tenor. Yet, 
legislators differ in their partisan intensity and do so in predictable ways. This 
suggests that even though the proximate audience for these tweets is politi-
cally engaged, members are still carefully crafting their public messages.



62	 Posting for Power

2RPP

Additionally, partisanship displayed on Twitter does not capture all the 
various ways this concept arises in Congress. We are not examining private 
partisan behaviors that arise through interpersonal interactions. Even as par-
tisanship can have multiple dimensions, our approach is more comprehensive, 
as a social media–based measure captures many more partisan events than 
other approaches and is not censored by agenda-setting effects. Simply, our 
measure includes all of the partisan situations lawmakers wish to discuss. Like 
any legislative speech, posting decisions are strategic, and as we show through-
out the book, these carefully cultivated personas are not showmanship.

Measuring Partisan Intensity on Twitter

In classifying tweets, we are interested in partisan rhetoric, which are state-
ments that support one’s political party or disparage the opposition party. In 
contrast, bipartisan rhetoric supports working with the other party. Cross-
party rhetoric, or intraparty fighting, is communication in which copartisans 
disparage each other or their own party. Finally, nonpartisan rhetoric does not 
discuss political parties or their members. Usually, these messages are entirely 
apolitical (e.g., wishing followers a happy new year).

Our data includes tweets sent by members of Congress during the 114th 
through 116th Congresses (2015 through 2020).17 Most maintain more than 
one Twitter account, usually an official one and a campaign one. A few mem-
bers also tweet from personal ones, while a minority also have a dedicated 
press account separate from their others. Although legislators use these 
accounts for different purposes, and the chambers have rules for what official 
accounts can be used for,18 we collected tweets from every account. In our 
research, we treat all statements on Twitter as equivalent, regardless of the 
nominal role of the particular account. That is, we treat a partisan message sent 
from a personal, campaign, or press account the same as one from the mem-
ber’s “official” account. In total, our data includes 3,743,909 tweets gathered 
from 1,291 distinct Twitter accounts.

To measure a member’s partisan intensity, we developed a coding scheme 
that classifies a tweet as partisan or not. Our approach is based on a single 
underlying principle: Is the legislator posting content that creates a partisan 
frame for the reader? In applying this standard, we do not assume people nec-
essarily make these partisan connections or that a social media audience needs 
to have some level of political knowledge to detect partisan language. Instead, 
we focus on the lawmaker’s content decision: Are they framing their message 
in a partisan way?



2RPP

	 Moving Beyond Votes	 63

For example, members of Congress strategically talk about bureaucratic 
implementation. Weak partisans discuss their interactions with the agency 
itself, a nonpartisan, technocratic frame. Their posts mention the Department 
of Justice or the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). Strong partisans 
like to invoke political actors and use partisan frames in their messaging. The 
“Department of Justice” becomes the “Obama administration’s Department 
of Justice,” or an “EPA decision” is “Scott Pruitt’s decision.” Unlike the weak 
partisan, the strong partisan is trying to create a partisan frame and wants their 
audience to attribute some government action to the presidential administra-
tion or a political appointee. Even if the audience is not always consciously 
picking up on the framing, the politician is making a deliberate choice to por-
tray an issue in a partisan way.

Our coding rules reflect these linguistic choices, and many posts are easy to 
classify as partisan or not. Mentioning the parties themselves or the president 
or explicitly attacking a member of the opposition party is straightforward, 
partisan language. Tweets that use partisan policy labels (e.g., Obamacare 

TABLE 3.2. Partisan Tweet Coding Rules

Rule Examples

Explicitly using party labels Democrats, D’s, Dems, Democrat Party, 
Republicans, GOP, R’s, Reps

Mentioning the president, administration, or 
prominent presidential appointees

@POTUS, Trump, Obama, Mike Pence, Betsy 
DeVos, Kellyanne Conway, Gina McCarthy

Mentioning party leaders or partisan groups Mitch McConnell, Paul Ryan, Nancy Pelosi, 
Tea Party, Freedom Caucus, Blue Dogs

Partisan issues related to good governance, 
scandals, or corruption

Russia investigation, Benghazi, Hillary 
Clinton’s e-mails, Trump’s golfing

Partisan issues related to congressional 
procedure or a party’s handling of an issue

Merrick Garland’s nomination, House 
Democrats gun violence sit-in

Discussing policy issues using partisan 
monikers

#GOPTaxScam, Obamacare, #TrumpBudget

Retweeting a partisan or party leader @realdonaldtrump, @SenateDems

Explicitly attacking a member of the other 
party

Committee chairs/ranking members criticizing 
one another by name or Twitter handle

Campaign tweets that encourage voters to 
support a candidate, including vote,  
donation, and volunteering appeals, 
endorsements, and attacks on their  
opponent

#VoteBlue, #VoteThemOut



64	 Posting for Power

2RPP

or #TrumpBudget) constitute partisan rhetoric. Similar posts that use non-
partisan phrases, such as the “Affordable Care Act” or the “budget proposal,” 
do not.19 Table 3.2 includes the nine categories we counted as constituting 
partisan language.20

Of course, a tweet’s partisan nature is contextual. A post attacking Presi-
dent Trump sent by a Democrat is partisan. The same tweet sent from a Repub-
lican is cross-partisan. Similarly, a Democratic tweet supporting President 
Trump is classified as bipartisan, while a supportive Republican one is par-
tisan. As such, we cannot simply develop a partisan dictionary that includes 
words like “Trump.” To highlight why this is the case, table 3.3 includes tweets 
that mention the word “Trump” and shows how a post is dependent on both 
language and context.

To test our hypotheses, we require all congressional tweets to be classi-
fied as partisan or not. However, the sheer scale of this task is beyond manual 
hand coding, and so we turned to natural language processing tools for use on 
large quantities of text in order to make the classification problem tractable. 

TABLE 3.3. Example Tweets About Donald Trump

Tweet Legislator Rhetoric Type

Grateful to the Dreamers who have stood up 
repeatedly to make their voices heard, and for 
Leader Pelosi for holding the floor of the House 
to defend Dreamers from Trump’s attempts to 
deport them. Let’s pass the #DreamActNow.

Raul Grijalva (D-AZ) Partisan

3.7 million jobs have been created since Nov. 
2016. Americans are thriving under the Trump 
Administration’s business forward economic 
policies. Do you agree? #MAGA

Roger Williams (R-TX) Partisan

The deadline to request tickets from my office 
to the inauguration of Donald Trump is TODAY 
at noon.

Stephanie Murphy (D-FL) Nonpartisan

RT @rareliberty: Donald Trump being 
president is making very clear who is principled 
and who is just partisan.

Justin Amash (R-MI) Cross-partisan

The House approved the most far-reaching 
overhaul of the criminal justice system in 
a generation Thursday, sending bipartisan 
legislation to President Trump. I supported this 
bill, and look forward to its positive effects on 
our society.

Don Bacon (R-NE) Bipartisan

Note: Justin Amash subsequently left the Republican Party. At the time he sent this tweet, he still identified 
as a Republican.
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We trained a convolutional neural network to recognize partisan tweets. As 
a first step, for each Congress in our study, we hand coded 20,000 tweets as 
partisan or not based on our coding scheme from table 3.2.21 These 60,000 
tweets constituted our training data. We then trained a neural net to classify 
tweets as partisan based on that training data (with a random sample reserved 
as an out-of-sample test). After evaluating that the performance of the neural 
net on the out-of-sample test set was highly accurate, we applied the neural 
net model to the entire dataset of congressional tweets, classifying each tweet 
as partisan or not.

The neural network is built to perform a text classification task such that it 
takes as an input the text of a tweet and provides as an output what category of 
a predetermined list that tweet most closely belongs in. The neural network 
framework we used was SMaBERTa, which is a variant of the Bidirectional 
Encoder Representations from Transformers (BERT) model that has been 
specially trained on social media content.22 This is important because while 
the baseline models are trained on patterns in the English language in general 
(using the full text of English-language Wikipedia as a corpus), the SMaBERTa 
framework adds additional layers trained on tweets. Because tweets are sys-
tematically different from general English-language texts—shorter, more col-
loquial, less formalized grammar, more slang and abbreviations—this addi-
tional layer provides the neural net with far greater nuance for classifying the 
patterns it finds in tweets. Thus, our neural net had effectively three layers inte-
grated for this classification task: the general layer of the English language, the 
specific layer of English-language tweets, and our trained layer of partisanship.

We additionally customized the neural network’s algorithm in two ways. 
First, we triple weighted mentions (e.g., @realdonaldtrump) by duplicating 
them when present at the end of the text of the tweet. Since partisan tweets are 
often classified based on whom they target or retweet, we use this overweight-
ing technique to signal to the neural net that these particular words likely have 
higher semantic significance, all else being equal.23

Second, most tweets include links, some of which simply connect to 
embedded tweets but many of which link to websites other than Twitter.24 
In iterative testing of the neural net models, we found that one initial source 
of systemic error involved tweets with minimal neutral text (such as “look at 
this”) but with a link to a highly partisan article being misclassified as “not 
partisan.” As a result, in early runs, our model would systematically produce 
false negatives. To handle this issue, we examined the links present in our false 
negatives to manually develop lists of partisan Twitter accounts and keywords 
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in external URLs that universally identify a link as partisan. If a partisan link is 
included, we reclassified the tweet as partisan.25 The supplementary materials 
in our earlier work where we developed this method include our account and 
keyword lists (Gelman and Wilson 2022). These reclassified tweets consti-
tute 10 percent of the partisan messages in our data. Overall, including each 
customization, the triple weighting and the URL logic, improved the model’s 
performance by three percentage points.

We evaluated whether the neural network was effective by taking a random 
sample of 1,000 hand-coded tweets from each of the three Congresses and 
using them as a stratified out-of-sample test. We trained the algorithm on the 
other 57,000 hand-coded tweets in order to classify tweets as partisan or not, 
utilizing the algorithm discussed above. The neural network performs well, 
accurately classifying 95.1 percent of the out-of-sample test tweets, with 89.7 
percent precision and 93.3 percent recall. These are summarized in table 3.4, 
both in total and stratified by Congress in order to evaluate whether there were 
any systemic differences in performance per Congress. In each Congress, and 
overall, the neural network exhibited high performance on all metrics, and 
thus we considered it usable for the remaining congressional tweets.26

TABLE 3.4. Out-of-Sample Performance of Neural Network

114th Congress Hand-Coded

Partisan Not Partisan Accuracy: 95.0%

Model Prediction Partisan 186 29 Precision: 86.5%
Not Partisan 22 784 Recall: 89.4%

115th Congress Hand-Coded

Partisan Not Partisan Accuracy: 94.0%

Model Prediction Partisan 302 31 Precision: 90.7%
Not Partisan 29 638 Recall: 91.2%

116th Congress Hand-Coded

Partisan Not Partisan Accuracy: 96.3%

Model Prediction Partisan 304 31 Precision: 90.8%
Not Partisan 6 659 Recall: 98.1%

114th–116th Congresses Hand-Coded

Partisan Not Partisan Accuracy: 95.1%

Model Prediction Partisan 792 91 Precision: 89.7%
Not Partisan 57 2,081 Recall: 93.3%
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Results and Measurement Validation

How much partisan content are legislators posting? And how much do they 
vary in their partisan intensities? The answer to both questions is a lot. Of the 
over 3.7 million tweets we collected, 31 percent (over 1.1 million) are partisan. 
Not surprisingly, as table 3.5 shows, the Congresses during Donald Trump’s 
presidency produced more overall partisanship. The 115th Congress, covering 
Trump’s first two years in office, produced the highest proportion of partisan 
tweets. On the face of it, this is a bit surprising, as the 116th term included two 
presidential impeachments and was an election year. In fact, members sent 
nearly 75,000 more partisan tweets during the 116th Congress. The difference 
is that lawmakers also tweeted more during those two years, which lowered 
the share devoted to partisanship.

We measure intensity in two ways. First, most of our analyses use the pro-
portion of a legislator’s tweets devoted to partisanship. This approach cap-
tures intensity by assessing who, when choosing to talk, frames more of their 
rhetoric in a partisan way. However, members differ in their social media activ-
ity, with some posting substantially more than others. That being the case, a 
second measure of intensity is the number of partisan posts they send. This 
captures who speaks in a partisan way most often. In describing partisan inten-
sity, we mostly use the first measure, as it is easily compared between lawmak-
ers. Later in the book, when we explore the causes and consequences of this 
behavior, we use both.

Descriptive Statistics

Although Congress is often described as a partisan institution, as figure 3.1 
shows, members differ a great deal in their partisan intensities. The average 
legislator devotes 28 percent of their posts to partisan rhetoric, equivalent to 
653 tweets per Congress (a little less than one partisan tweet per day). Oth-
ers largely avoid or embrace party-based messaging. About 10 percent spend 
less than 10 percent of their tweets discussing Democrats and Republicans. 
In contrast, those above the 95th percentile dedicate over 55 percent of their 
public messages to partisan posts.

Figure 3.2 shows how individual members vary in their partisan intensity. 
Party leaders, like Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) and Mitch McConnell (R-KY), con-
sistently displayed high partisan intensities in all three Congresses. In contrast, 
moderate senators, like Susan Collins (R-ME) and Joe Manchin (D-WV), did 



68	 Posting for Power

2RPP

not emphasize partisan rhetoric. Ted Cruz (R-TX) shows volatility in his 
intensity over these six years. In the 114th Congress, while running for presi-
dent, he was an outlier. After losing the Republican nomination and returning 
to the Senate, his partisanship stabilized as somewhat middling.

The outliers at the top of these distributions were members in important 
investigatory or messaging roles. For instance, Adam Schiff (D-CA) was one 
of the strongest partisans during the Trump presidency. In the 115th Congress, 
he was the ranking member of the House Intelligence Committee, which hotly 
debated Russia’s role in supporting the Trump campaign in the 2016 elec-
tion. In the 116th Congress, he was the lead impeachment manager during 
the president’s first impeachment. In fact, only three people, all Republicans, 
showed more partisan intensity than Schiff. Mark Meadows, who eventually 
became President Trump’s chief of staff, was the most partisan member in this 
Congress. He was trailed by Mitch McConnell, the Senate majority leader, 
and John Ratcliffe, who was controversially appointed as director of national 
intelligence in what was viewed as an attempt to politicize the agency (Barnes, 
Fandos, and Goldman 2019).

Our measure seems to be capturing partisan intensity, but we validate it 
in three ways. First, we use our training set to predict the partisan intensity of 
nine out-of-sample Twitter accounts: President Trump, the House and Sen-
ate Republicans, the House and Senate Democrats, and each congressional 
party’s campaign account (the National Republican Congressional Commit-
tee, National Republican Senatorial Committee, Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee, and Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee). 
President Trump regularly invoked partisan language on Twitter, praising 
Republicans and disparaging Democrats. The party accounts are used to 
advance partisan online messaging campaigns. As such, we expect our model 
to rate each account as highly partisan. Table 3.5 lists these scores and their 
within-Congress percentile.

Not surprisingly, these accounts, especially the parties’ electioneering 
arms, emphasize partisan rhetoric much more often than the average member 

TABLE 3.5. Total Tweets, by Congress

Congress Total Tweets Partisan Tweets
Proportion of 

Partisan Tweets

114th (2015–16) 916,594 211,608 0.23
115th (2017–18) 1,268,184 430,592 0.35
116th (2019–20) 1,543,757 506,000 0.33
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Fig. 3.1. Distribution of Legislators’ Partisan Intensity

Fig. 3.2. Dot Plot of Legislators’ Partisan Intensity
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of Congress. The parties themselves and President Trump also display high 
levels of partisan intensity and consistently rate as posting the highest propor-
tion of partisan messages within their parties.

As a second validation check, we assess whether our measure captures 
the partisan intensity surrounding some particularly bitter disputes between 
Democrats and Republicans. When events largely viewed as partisan arise, we 
should observe an increase in partisanship. To assess this, we use the twelve 
partisan events from table 3.1 as moments we expect to see spikes in interparty 
fighting and calculated aggregate congressional partisanship scores during the 
week those events occurred. For events that spanned more than a week, we 
calculated the score during the moments we expect partisan fighting to peak. 
As we expected, a one-tailed t-test shows that legislators displayed more par-
tisan intensity during these high-profile fights (0.34) compared to more docile 
times (0.29, p < 0.0001).

Finally, we examine how similar our measure is to political ideology. One 
possibility is that our approach simply captures the same liberal-conservative 
dimension others have previously calculated. However, our results show that 
partisanship and ideology are different. To measure their correlation, we 
calculated the absolute distance between a member’s first-dimension DW-
NOMINATE score and the median score during this six-year period, which 
reflects a legislator’s ideological extremity. Table 3.7 includes their bivariate 
correlations by party and chamber.

Unlike other measures of ideology, whose correlation with DW-
NOMINATE hovers around 0.9 (Bonica 2014), we are capturing a different 

TABLE 3.6. Party Accounts’ Partisan Intensity Scores

114th Congress
(2015–16)

115th Congress
(2017–18)

116th Congress
(2019–20)

 
Partisan 
Intensity Percentile

Partisan 
Intensity Percentile

Partisan 
Intensity Percentile

DCCC 0.75 99th 0.73 99th 0.70 98th
DSCC 0.83 99th 0.76 99th 0.76 99th
House Dems 0.53 97th 0.68 98th 0.56 94th
House GOP 0.60 98th 0.54 92nd 0.70 98th
NRCC 0.82 99th 0.61 97th 0.71 98th
NRSC 0.76 99th 0.82 99th 0.69 98th
Donald Trump 0.76 99th 0.54 92nd 0.59 96th
Senate Dems 0.60 99th 0.64 98th 0.69 98th
Senate GOP 0.54 97th 0.51 89th 0.50 89th
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dimension of political conflict. Put differently, members’ partisan intensity, 
measured using their Twitter posts, is weakly related to their ideological vot-
ing patterns. To better display this relationship, or lack thereof, we plot these 
measures against each other, by party, in figure 3.3. If moderates were always 
weak partisans, we would see clusters of dots near the graphs’ origins. Those 
clusters do not exist. Rather, moderates vary in their partisanship. Although 
many employ this rhetoric sparingly, others devote 20 or 30 percent of their 
Twitter posts to explicitly partisan messages. Interestingly, the most ideologi-
cal members display middling levels of partisan intensity. The most variation 
comes from the more ideologically typical.27

Taken together, these validation checks offer evidence that we are measur-

TABLE 3.7. Partisan Intensity and Ideology Correlations

Total 0.32
House 0.31
Senate 0.32
Democrats 0.39
Republicans 0.29

Fig. 3.3. Scatter Plot of Partisan Intensity and Ideology Measures
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ing partisanship. As we expect, party leaders are much stronger partisans than 
the rank and file. Our model rates out-of-sample party accounts and President 
Trump as highly partisan. Events that we expect to produce significantly more 
partisan intensity than more banal, day-to-day disputes did so. Finally, our 
approach does not simply remeasure political ideology.

Conclusion

In this chapter we take on two simple but important tasks: defining and mea-
suring partisanship. We distinguish it from other concepts, like ideology, but 
note that in Congress it manifests in many ways. Our measurement approach 
uses the millions of tweets that sitting members of Congress posted during 
the 114th, 115th, and 116th Congresses in order to directly measure partisan 
intensity. We accomplished this task by using a combination of hand coding 
and sophisticated neural networks to classify this total corpus of text many 
times larger than the congressional record. The resultant models were highly 
accurate in out-of-sample tests and, in substantive terms, can be demonstrated 
to produce a more comprehensive and nuanced quantification of partisan 
behavior than has existed in prior literature. In the next chapter, we classify 
the tone of these partisan tweets to understand how lawmakers use negative 
and positive rhetoric in conjunction with partisanship.
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FOUR

Bickering or Cheerleading

The Tone of Congressional Team Play

A good partisanship story has a few common elements. First, it has a compel-
ling villain, preferably a hypocrite. Second, it has moral clarity, with distinctly 
right and wrong sides. Third, the partisan behavior speaks to something big-
ger about Congress or the politics of the time, usually with the lesson that the 
villain is contributing to some unfortunate demise of norms, productivity, or 
civility in the Capitol’s hallowed halls.

Former President Barack Obama’s and former Senator Olympia Snowe’s 
(R-ME) versions of how the Affordable Care Act (ACA), a bill that passed 
on partisan lines, was written and passed are great partisanship stories. In 
Obama’s telling, a few good-willed Republican senators really wanted to help 
write the legislation, but villains like Mitch McConnell and more hard-line 
members stood in their way. Jim DeMint (R-SC) famously said that the ACA 
would be Obama’s “Waterloo. It will break him” (Obama 2020, 399). The for-
mer president suspected that even the most moderate Republicans pulled out 
of negotiations once McConnell, minority leader at the time, threatened to 
strip them of their committee posts.

Snowe saw it differently. As the last Republican senator who negotiated 
with the Democrats on the ACA, her perspective was that Nancy Pelosi and 
Harry Reid, the Speaker of the House and the Senate majority leader, respec-
tively, were the villains. Instead of waiting for the bipartisan Group of Six 
senators to do their job, they undermined the entire process by using partisan 
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maneuvers to write and pass a bill without Republican input while publicly 
insulting Republicans who sought compromise along the way.

For readers, both accounts offer the same conclusion: Even on tough 
issues, some politicians genuinely want to solve problems through bipartisan 
cooperation; unfortunately, partisan bickerers, whose only concern is having 
their party win, get in the way. In their tellings, Obama and Snowe were just 
two people, who happened to be the president and a pivotal senator, whose 
choices were limited by the partisan bickerers who prevent any sort of com-
promising. For Obama, it was the McConnells and DeMints of the world who 
would never have allowed any Senate Republicans to break ranks. For Snowe, 
Pelosi and Reid were never going to allow a bipartisan bill to pass. She and 
Obama tried, but the partisans won.

No matter how we view Obama’s and Snowe’s versions, they follow a stan-
dard narrative that reflects how partisanship is usually discussed. At its core, 
it involves divisiveness and conflict. Terms like “partisan warrior,” “bicker-
ing,” “confrontation,” and “fighting” are common. More extreme versions are 
described as ugly politics and partisan warfare (Theriault 2015). In short, par-
tisanship’s tone and resulting actions are usually portrayed as negative.1

This focus on partisan bickering is not the whole story. Just as Snowe and 
her fellow Republicans mercilessly attacked Democrats for the ACA, Demo-
crats spent years trying to construct and sell a positive partisan message about 
the law. More generally, besides trying to make the other side look bad, legisla-
tors work to make their side look good. They expend energy and effort build-
ing a positive party brand, extolling any good outcome that can be associated 
with their party. This demands positive partisan messaging and credit claim-
ing, or what we call partisan cheerleading.

In this chapter, we measure the tone of congressional partisanship to assess 
how much bickering and cheerleading is happening. To do so, we use a neural 
network to classify the tone of the partisan tweets we identified in chapter 
3. With this data, we report two findings. First, we show that most partisan 
rhetoric, 60 percent, is negatively toned, although members still send tens of 
thousands of positive messages.

Second, we categorize strong partisans into three categories—the bick-
erers who most emphasize negative rhetoric, the cheerleaders whose tone 
is more positive, and the opportunists who mix the tone of their partisan-
ship strategically. After identifying these groups, we assess the factors associ-
ated with members who stir up partisan trouble relative to those who prefer 
cheerleading their side. We find that negative partisan tones are mainly asso-
ciated with the reelection-seeking factors we identify in chapter 2, not the 
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promotion-seeking ones. In particular, members holding safer seats and in 
the party opposite the president are much more likely to engage in negative 
partisan talk. Bickerers, who we define as the most partisan lawmakers with 
the most negative tones, hail from very safe seats and are almost always in 
the party opposing the president. Alternatively, with the exception of legisla-
tors running for higher office who consistently use more positive rhetoric, 
promotion-seeking factors are not related to any tonal differences.

This distinction in which factors relate to negative partisan rhetoric reflects 
different demands for partisan displays. Voters, especially in safer districts, 
want combative bickering. For many, it reflects how they want their member 
to represent them. On the other hand, copartisans on the Hill just want their 
colleagues to be good team players. They do not care as much about the tone. 
Cheerleaders are fine as long as they back the party. Consequently, partisan 
promotion seeking and tone are not tied together.

Does Partisanship’s Tone Matter?

Before examining differences in partisan tone and who the bickerers and 
cheerleaders are, it is worth considering whether the tone of partisan rhetoric 
matters.2 Research on the link between elite discourse and citizens’ opinion 
formation shows it does. As we discussed in chapter 1, a main reason congres-
sional partisanship matters is it influences how voters see the political world. 
Issues become politicized and compromise becomes more difficult when they 
become wrapped up in partisan identities. Yet, the consequences of portraying 
politics this way partially depend on its tone. Political scientists have shown 
behavioral differences in the public who hear the message that “my side is 
great” compared to those who hear that “the other side is terrible.”

The main concern about partisan rhetoric is that bickering, in which mem-
bers adopt a negative tone that often attacks the opposition, contributes to 
voters’ dislike of those in the other party and undermines their support for 
compromise. The research on this topic is wide-ranging and the results are 
decidedly mixed as social scientists explore different concepts (e.g., emotional 
language, affective polarization, partisan animus) and reasons (e.g., media 
consumption, local political context) for why partisan voters’ aversion toward 
the opposition has increased over the past few decades.3

However, researchers have produced consistent evidence that the tone 
of elite partisan rhetoric affects the public. Negative campaigning increases 
dislike for the other party (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012), elite incivility 
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reduces outgroup trust (Gervais 2017, 2019), and as elites have displayed 
more dislike for the other party, partisan voters have followed suit (Banda 
and Cluverius 2018). Studies on emotion show that politicians strategically 
use affective rhetoric, especially negative emotions like anger, which engages 
and rallies copartisan voters (Stapleton and Dawkins 2021; Valentino et al. 
2011). Less research considers how partisan cheerleading affects the public’s 
views on the party, but studies on positivity, often expressed through emo-
tions like enthusiasm, signal that “things are going well and our goals are being 
met” (Albertson, Dun, and Gadarian 2020). Others examine how parties build 
their collective brands through policy appeals and individual members’ per-
sonal credit claiming (Woon and Pope 2008; Grimmer, Messing, and West-
wood 2012; Egan 2013). The goal of a positive tone is to motivate support-
ers, increase their interest, and maintain their support (Albertson, Dun, and 
Gadarian 2020).

Besides affecting voters, partisan bickering has consequences for congres-
sional operations and productivity. As we have noted throughout the book, 
compromising members regularly blame strong partisans who traffic in nega-
tive rhetoric for politicizing issues and torpedoing compromises. Political 
scientists have corroborated this view, showing that members who prefer 
partisan warfare make bipartisan negotiations difficult, if not impossible, and 
use brinkmanship tactics that have serious public policy repercussions (The-
riault 2013; Mann and Ornstein 2012; Lee 2009). The roll call record, which 
researchers use to measure legislative polarization, is heavily influenced by 
partisan bickerers as lawmakers force votes to embarrass the other side (Egar 
2016; Gelman 2020a; Lee 2016). Indeed, partisanship’s tone, and its assumed 
negativity, is generally viewed as problematic and worthy of more attention.

Measuring Cheerleading and Bickering

In evaluating the partisan tone in Congress, we explore two features that gener-
ate the most interest from congressional observers. First, we assess how mem-
bers differ in their partisan tones. Second, we define three groups of strong par-
tisans based on their relative negativity. We distinguish who is a bickerer (those 
who adopt the most extreme negative tones) from cheerleaders (whose rhetoric 
is the most positive) and opportunists (who mix their tones).

Concerns about partisanship focus on bickerers, who are also called par-
tisan warriors, as a problem. These are uncompromising members who con-
stantly attack the opposition. Although bickerers are widely acknowledged 
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as important in Congress, researchers have not clearly defined this group, 
defined how they differ from other strong partisans, and determined if they 
are different than ideologues. As such, one of our goals in this chapter is to 
evaluate how strong partisans vary their tones and to use this variation to 
appropriately categorize them. Doing so means we can study what is motivat-
ing bickerers, as well as cheerleaders and opportunists.

The first step in classifying these partisan types is to measure a tweet’s tone. 
We use a neural network to do so, which is a similar approach to how we clas-
sify tweets as partisan or not. We use the Stanford CoreNLP project, which is 
a sophisticated set of linguistic analysis tools that use sentence- and word-level 
context in addition to a vast training library on English-language grammar 
and syntax (Manning et al. 2014; Socher et al. 2013). This set of tools provides 
an estimate of positive or negative sentiment at the sentence level, making it 
ideal for evaluating positive or negative tone in tweets, which are typically 
roughly sentence length. This algorithm significantly outperforms similar such 
algorithms that operate simply at a word frequency level (i.e., using a diction-
ary that flags certain words as always positive or always negative regardless of 
context). Thus, for every tweet, not only do we classify whether it is partisan 
or not, we also track whether its tone is positive or negative (with a residual of 
tweets that the CoreNLP sentiment classifier evaluates as neither negative nor 
positive). Table 4.1 includes examples with varying tones.

As a first step, we evaluate whether lawmakers’ partisan and nonparti-
san tones differ. To do so, we calculated the percentage of negative partisan 
tweets ((# of Negative Partisan Tweets)/(# of Partisan Tweets)), positive par-
tisan tweets, negative nonpartisan tweets, and positive nonpartisan tweets 
sent by lawmakers.4 On average, 60 percent of a legislator’s partisan posts are 
negatively toned. Only 19 percent are positive. The remainder are classified 
by the neural network as neutrally toned. Tweets that do not include partisan 
language follow a similar but less extreme pattern. Of those posts, 47 percent 
include a negative tone and 29 percent are positive.5 Legislators’ messaging 
tends to be negative, but their partisan rhetoric is pointedly so.

To put this level of negative versus positive speech in perspective, we took 
a random sample of all tweets from the United States during this time period, 
in addition to a random sample of tweets containing verbiage about American 
politics.6 We then applied the same Stanford CoreNLP polarity process to 
those random tweets (10,000 of each set). American tweets in general were 17 
percent positive and 21 percent negative, while American tweets about politics 
were 13 percent positive and 34 percent negative, with the balance in each 
set neutral. While exploring the tweets of the public in depth is beyond the 
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scope of this book, it gives us an interesting perspective on just how positive 
and negative congressional tweets are: substantially more positive and nega-
tive than either general tweets from America or even specific tweets about 
American politics.

On the one hand, legislators’ emphasis on bickering follows the conven-
tional view that partisanship tends to be negative. On the other hand, leg-
islators are still engaging in a good deal of cheerleading, to the tune of over 
218,000 positively toned partisan tweets during this six-year period. More-
over, these aggregate percentages mask substantial tonal differences among 
lawmakers. Some exclusively bicker while others avoid fights and orient their 
rhetoric toward cheerleading.

To measure a legislator’s partisan tone, we created a partisan tone score. 
We assigned negative tweets a value of −1, neutral ones a 0, and positive tweets 
a 1. We summed these values for members’ partisan tweets and divided that 
value by the number of partisan tweets they sent ((∑ Partisan Tweets Senti-

TABLE 4.1. Tone and Partisanship Example Tweets

Tweet Legislator
Tone and 
Partisanship

To trump and his shameless lackeys a titanic public 
health crisis is a threat not to the American public 
but to trump’s political standing. That’s what they’re 
focused on.

Bill Pascrell  
(D-NJ)

Negative and 
partisan

Looking forward to being sworn into the 116th 
Congress today as Democrats take control of the 
House of Representatives. I’m ready to get to work 
to push forward a positive agenda that will benefit 
North Carolina’s First Congressional District and the 
American people. #NC01 #NCPol

G.K. Butterfield 
(D-NC)

Positive and 
partisan

Remember Google’s motto used to be “Don’t be 
evil.” They no longer have that motto. Instead, they 
now have a monopoly with 90% of online searches.

Kevin McCarthy 
(R-CA)

Negative and 
nonpartisan

I had a fantastic time celebrating and honoring our 
veterans at the 6th Annual Lucedale Veterans Day 
Parade. As we head into Veterans Day, please take a 
moment to reflect on the sacrifices made by those 
who have fought for and defended our freedoms.

Steven Palazzo 
(R-MS)

Positive and 
nonpartisan

Shameless Selfie with the “fightin 51st” precinct. The 
Knox County GOP is reorganizing during the flood.

Tim Burchett 
(R-TN)

Neutral and 
partisan

@HouseJudiciary Markup Hearing on H.R. 35, the 
Emmett Till Antilynching Act and others.

Sheila Jackson  
Lee (D-TX)

Neutral and 
nonpartisan
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ment)/(# of Partisan Tweets)). The result is a score that ranges from −1 (only 
bickers) to 1 (only cheerleads). A score of 0 means a member perfectly bal-
ances their partisan bickering and cheerleading.7 To get a sense of the differ-
ences in members’ tones and how it relates to partisan intensity, we graph 
lawmakers’ tone scores against their partisan intensity in figure 4.1.8

The plot’s most notable feature is the lack of relationship between partisan 
intensity and tone. The correlation between the two variables is −0.08. Put dif-
ferently, strong partisans’ overall tone is not oriented more toward bickering 
than their colleagues. Rather, most members’ partisan tone is negative, but 
to varying degrees. Only a few legislators emphasize cheerleading more than 
bickering, and those who do tend to be weak partisans. However, since the 
partisan tone score is a ratio that accounts for how often members send parti-
san messages, strong partisans are still posting more negatively toned tweets. 
In fact, the correlation between a lawmaker’s partisan intensity and their raw 
partisan sentiment, the number of negatively toned tweets they post, is −0.48. 
Thus, strong partisans may bicker more because they are sending more parti-
san posts, but many of them are also cheerleading as well.

Fig. 4.1. Legislators’ Partisan Intensity and Tone
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The relationship between ideological extremity and partisan tone is also 
weak. In figure 4.2, we plot a member’s partisan tone score against their ideo-
logical extremity, measured as their ideological distance from the chamber 
median. These variables’ correlation is only −0.1, which indicates that a simple 
story of ideologues driving partisan bickering is not what is going on.

Identifying Partisan Bickerers, Cheerleaders, and Opportunists

These differences in strong partisans’ tones suggest they are adopting differ-
ent partisan approaches. The most negative are fulfilling the partisan warrior 
stereotype. However, some are tonally quite balanced, as they sprinkle more 
positive messages along with their attacks. Others are much more positive, 
although in the aggregate still posting slightly more negative messages. In 
explaining what motivates strong partisans’ behavior, distinguishing between 
these different rhetorical approaches is important. As strategic communica-
tors, members are choosing to emphasize a certain tone when cultivating their 

Fig. 4.2. Legislators’ Ideological Extremity and Tone
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partisan personas. Categorizing them in this way will help explain the most 
extreme partisan behavior on Capitol Hill.

To define groups of strong partisans by their tone, we begin by considering 
what political observers mean when they talk about partisan warriors or, as we 
call them, bickerers. These members constantly pick fights with and attack the 
other party. In our terms, they have high partisan intensities with a tone that is 
overwhelmingly negative. Cheerleaders, on the other hand, are the masters of 
spin. They look for any positive news about their party and broadcast it widely. 
In their opponents’ eyes, they are the sycophants who are unable to marshal 
a bad word toward their copartisans under any circumstance. In the middle 
are the opportunists whose partisan rhetoric mixes the positive and negative.

Moreover, when thinking about who is a bickerer, opportunist, or cheer-
leader, these categories are not based on some absolute threshold. Instead, 
they are relative based on the partisanship level in a particular Congress. Bick-
erers are the members who focused most on attacking the other side in a given 
term. By this definition, only the most extreme members fall into this category, 
and not everyone can be a bickerer no matter their partisan intensity or tone.

To identify these three groups, we defined strong partisans as legislators 
whose partisan intensity was at or above the 75th percentile in a given con-
gressional term.9 Among these members, bickerers are those whose partisan 
tone was at or above the 75th percentile in negativity. Cheerleaders are at or 
below the 25th percentile in negative tone, and opportunists are those whose 
fall in the middle 50th percentile. Of course, these cutoffs are arbitrary, but 
we contend that they capture the essence of what it means to be a bickerer, 
cheerleader, or opportunist and allow us to explore the different motivations 
for adopting these partisan approaches.10 Later in the chapter, we also exam-
ine partisan tone as a continuous variable, among both strong partisans and 
all legislators. For now, we focus on the tone of highly partisan members, and 
based on our categorization scheme, table 4.2 includes counts for how many 
Democrats and Republicans are in each group during the three Congresses 
we analyze.

For those who followed Congress during these years, each category 
includes familiar names, and some members always are categorized in the 
same way. Adam Schiff (D-CA), the lead Democrat on the House Intelligence 
Committee and the impeachment manager, was a bickerer in all three terms. 
Paul Ryan (R-OH), the House Budget Committee chair and then the Speaker 
of the House, was an opportunist. Cheerleaders adopted a positive partisan 
persona for different reasons. In 2015 and 2016, the 114th Congress included 
Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), the Democratic Speaker of the House, and Mick Mul-
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vaney (R-SC), a Freedom Caucus backbencher. Pelosi posted about Demo-
crats’ Obama-era accomplishments. Mulvaney regularly lauded Republican 
party presidential candidates, especially Trump in 2016, in what seemed to be 
a promotion-seeking bid.11

Highly partisan legislators did not always stay in one category. Rather, as 
Obama left office and was replaced with Trump, they changed their tones. For 
example, Republican leaders like Mitch McConnell (R-KY) and Kevin McCar-
thy (R-CA) shifted from bickerers during the Obama years to opportunists 
during Trump’s term. Indeed, the most striking feature from table 4.2 is the 
clear effect Donald Trump’s election had on legislators’ tones. A substantial 
number of Democrats shifted to much more partisan and negative rhetoric in 
2017 and 2018, relative to the final two years of the Obama administration. In 
fact, half of all Democrats rated as bickerers those two years. In a stark con-
trast, the most partisan Republicans became cheerleaders with positive tones 
once Trump was in office. This reflects a common feature of those years that no 
matter what Trump did, many Republican legislators cheered him on. These 
trends toward the most partisan Democrats using a negative tone and Repub-
licans adopting a positive one persisted but at lower levels in 2019 and 2020. 
As the presidential election became a focal point and Democrats became the 
House majority, more Republicans became opportunists and bickerers, not 
cheerleaders. Similarly, the extraordinary number of Democrats classified as 
bickerers decreased as other politicians, like Joe Biden and the other Demo-
cratic presidential hopefuls, took some attention away from Trump.

TABLE 4.2. Number and Percentage of Strong Partisan Types, by Congress

 Definition Party
114th Cong.
(2015–16)

115th Cong.
(2017–18)

116th Cong.
(2019–20)

Bickerer Top 25% in partisan 
intensity; top 25% 
in negative partisan 
tone

Democrat
Republican

18 (11%) 
28 (13%)

72 (50%)
1 (<1%)

53 (25%)
16 (8%)

Opportunist Top 25% in partisan 
intensity; middle 
50% in negative 
partisan tone

Democrat 26 (15%) 29 (20%) 17 (8%)
Republican 29 (14%) 19 (7%) 41 (22%)

Cheerleader Top 25% in partisan 
intensity; bottom 
25% in negative 
partisan tone

Democrat 19 (11%) 2 (1%) 3 (1%)
Republican 14 (5%) 26 (10%) 11 (6%)

Note: Percentages are the number of strong partisan types divided by the total number of party members 
serving during that Congress.
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Clearly, who was president, at least during these six years, affected who was 
a bickerer, opportunist, or cheerleader. But the changes from the 115th and 
116th Congresses, when Trump was president the whole time, suggest other 
factors affect when members adopt very partisan rhetoric and the tones they 
use. Indeed, the partisan tone a member adopts between Congresses is not 
strongly correlated. The correlation between a member’s partisan tone score 
in the 114th Congress and the 115th is only 0.24. Between the 114th and 116th 
Congress, it is even lower: 0.12. When only looking at the within-member cor-
relation during the Trump presidency (the 115th and 116th terms), it increases 
to 0.5. This indicates that lawmakers’ partisan tones are not particularly stable 
and are likely affected by their political circumstances.

What Is Associated with Negative Partisan Tones?

To the extent that bickering is cause for concern and that members’ partisan 
tones regularly shift, the natural question is, What motivates this behavior? We 
approach this question in two ways. First, we assess what factors are associated 
with overall changes in partisan tone. In other words, we analyze the partisan 
tone score we introduce above as a continuous variable. Second, we consider 
what factors differentiate partisan warriors, opportunists, and cheerleaders 
from each other and other members. In this case, we break Congress into four 
discrete groups (three groups of strong partisans based on their tone and then 
everyone else).

Although we do not hypothesize about what affects a member’s partisan 
tone in chapter 2, our theory provides some guidance. Recall that our argu-
ment is that partisan behavior is aimed at two audiences, voters and coparti-
sans in Congress. Research on voters, especially copartisans, indicates they 
often prefer and react to negatively toned rhetoric (Iyengar, Sood, and Lel-
kes 2012). They want to see their representatives show partisan fidelity, and 
in their view, this often means bickering with the other side. For their part, 
copartisan legislators want to see their leaders as reliable team players. This 
can mean picking fights with the other party, but it also means building and 
boosting a positive party brand that the rank and file use to run on back home.

In both cases, partisan voters and copartisans on the Hill are looking for 
partisan behavior. But the type they want varies. That being the case, we 
expect that the reelection-related factors that affect members’ partisan inten-
sity also affect their tone. In particular, as their seat safety increases, their mes-
saging should become more negative. This reflects that more of their constitu-
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ents are the partisans who prefer a more combative tone. We also expect the 
collective factors that move lawmakers’ overall partisan behavior to also affect 
their tone. Serving in the minority party, the party opposite of the president, 
and having narrow majorities in a chamber are cited as factors that increase 
partisan acrimony and should be associated with more negativity (Lee 2016; 
Russell 2021a; Lee 2009).

In contrast, we expect that for those members appealing to their col-
leagues, namely, those holding leadership positions, either they display more 
positivity or their institutional roles do not affect their tones. On the one hand, 
leaders look to cheerlead their party’s achievements, but on the other hand, 
they are eager to be combative and to support their side during a partisan dis-
pute. Whatever their tonal choices, unlike voters who generally prefer negativ-
ity, their copartisans mostly care that their teamsmanship is reliable. As such, 
depending on their eagerness to cheerlead, this can produce more positive 
tones or a wide range of tonal approaches that do not produce any strong pat-
tern. Regardless, we do not expect them to display significantly more negative 
tones than the rank and file.

Beyond members appealing to these constituents at home and in Wash-
ington, DC, political scientists have argued that, like partisan intensity, other 
factors affect partisanship’s tone. Russell (2021a) argues Republicans tend to 
use more negative partisan rhetoric than Democrats, but as we saw in table 4.2, 
this finding might be an artifact based on who is sitting in the Oval Office. Rep-
resentatives and senators might differ in their tones, as the Senate is generally 
viewed as the more deliberative, conciliatory chamber. Finally, newer mem-
bers are often associated with bringing harder-edged styles to Congress. They 
replace moderates, and new show horses whose goal is to seek attention often 
captivate the media with their new antics and seemingly outrageous behavior.

To explore what factors are associated with negative partisan tones, we 
specified a regression model that includes the factors listed in table 4.3 and two 
additional control variables: a legislator’s ideological extremity, measured as 
their ideological distance from the chamber median using DW-NOMINATE 
scores, and congressional term fixed effects. Our model is an ordinary least 
squares (OLS) regression with robust standard errors clustered by member. 
In figure 4.3, we present the coefficients from the model, which reflect how 
much a variable makes a member’s partisan tone more positive or negative.12 
The regression table is in the chapter’s appendix.

The results indicate that tone is affected by members’ reelection concerns, 
including their seat safety and factors related to party brand-building activi-
ties, not by becoming more politically influential. Seat safety, being a presi-
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dential copartisan, serving in the majority party, and the majority’s size are all 
associated with changes in tone. Moreover, all are in the expected direction, 
except for the majority party variable, and generally follow other research 
that finds these factors are associated with more confrontational politics over 
a long time period (Lee 2009; 2016). In contrast to previous research, our 
results indicate that being in the majority produces more negativity (Russell 
2021a). The only power-seeking factor that is correlated with tone is running 
for higher office. Legislators running for a more prestigious position tend to 
adopt more positive partisan tones than those staying in their seat. Second, 
our results contrast with previous findings about which members contrib-
ute to the partisan bickering on Capitol Hill. Unlike Russell (2021a), we find 
that Republicans adopt more positive partisan tones. Again, we suspect that 
these divergent results are driven by the time periods that different studies 
analyze. Additionally, newer members are not using more negative tones. In 
fact, longer-serving legislators are associated with more negativity.

Indeed, many of the factors in figure 4.3 have a substantial predicted effect 
on a member’s partisan tone. Supporting a copartisan chief executive increases 
positivity 8 percent. Those in the safest seats have partisan tone scores that 

TABLE 4.3. Measurement of Factors Used to Predict Partisan Tone

Variable Expected Effect Measure

Seat Safety − Avg. of member’s party’s presidential vote 
share over last two elections

Majority Party + Dichotomous

Majority Party Size + % of seats held by majority party

President’s Party + Dichotomous

High-Ranking Party Leader + or null Dichotomous (1 if top 3 leadership 
positions in House; top 2 in Senate)

Low-Ranking Party Leader + or null Dichotomous (1 if not top leader but in 
leadership ranks)

Committee Leader + or null Dichotomous (1 if chair or ranking 
member)

Running for Higher Office + or null Dichotomous (1 if representative running 
for Senate/statewide office or senators 
running for president)

Republican − Dichotomous

Senate + Dichotomous

Terms Served + Count of completed terms served
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are 3 percent more negative than those in the most marginal districts, and 
compared to the chamber median, the most ideologically extreme lawmakers’ 
partisan tone score is 12 percent more negative.

What Distinguishes Bickerers, Opportunists, and Cheerleaders?

Although our previous analysis provides insight into what factors affect parti-
san tone, a more pressing concern is what motivates strong partisans to adopt 
caustic or more conciliatory ones. After all, the concerns we outline above 
about partisan negativity are not about weak partisans who sometimes use 
combative language. Most commentators worry about the bickerers, whose 
main goal is to constantly politicize issues by using negative partisan rhetoric. 
To analyze what factors are associated with high partisan intensity and differ-
ent tones, we split the lawmakers in our data into four groups. The first three 
groups are the bickerers, opportunists, and cheerleaders, defined in table 4.2. 
Recall that these are members who rate in the 75th percentile and above in 
partisan intensity, with each group displaying different degrees of negativity in 

Fig. 4.3. Factors That Affect a Member’s Partisan Tone
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their tones. The baseline group are weaker partisans who display less partisan 
intensity. Our goal in this analysis is to identify factors that distinguish certain 
types of strong partisans from one another as well as from the rest of Congress 
who display less partisanship.

What distinguishes bickerers, an active partisan with a caustic tone, from 
the less intensely partisan lawmakers? In chapter 2, we hypothesize that par-
tisan activity comes from reelection and promotion-seeking behavior. Above, 
we contend that negativity is principally used to appeal to voters. Thus, we 
expect that bickerers are more likely to hold safe seats because their reelection 
constituents mainly include party members. Bickerers do not need to appeal 
to moderates, independents, or voters from the other party. Unlike the other 
reelection-related factors we identify, which affect copartisans collectively, 
members in safe districts have the latitude and incentive to use combative 
rhetoric to appeal to their party base, who dominates the electorate.

In contrast, we do not expect that seat safety distinguishes cheerleaders 
from most other legislators. These more cheerful partisans are showing off 
as good team players, but not using a tone that appeals to constituents who 
prefer negativity. Opportunists, whose tone falls in the middle 50 percent but 
is still mostly negative, are also likely to represent safer seats than less partisan 
members. Their mixing of positive and negative partisan rhetoric suggests 
some of their behavior is targeted at partisan voters, even as they mix in more 
conciliatory language.

Based on the descriptive statistics from table 4.2, we expect that being in 
the same party as the president is associated with being a cheerleader and 
opportunist, not a bickerer. Since the president’s copartisans seek to tout 
his accomplishments, their tones should shift more positive. Like before, we 
do not expect that most of the promotion-seeking factors will distinguish 
between these three categories. Our only expectation is that seeking higher 
office, which requires building enthusiasm among voters and was strongly 
associated with more positive partisan rhetoric in table 4.4, will be correlated 
with being a cheerleader and opportunist rather than a bickerer.

To examine differences between these three types of strong partisans, we 
use a multinomial logistic regression. The dependent variable is a member’s 
partisan type, defined as being a bickerer, opportunist, or cheerleader or in 
the baseline category of lawmakers whose partisan intensities fall below the 
75th percentile. We include the same independent variables outlined in table 
4.3. The coefficients in a multinomial logistic regression compare a category to 
the baseline. In our case, this means the results in the table analyze whether a 
bickerer is statistically distinguishable from a weaker partisan who falls below 
the 75th percentile in partisan intensity.13
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Although we are interested in what separates these different strong parti-
san types from the rest of Congress, our main interest is understanding why 
those with high partisan intensities choose more or less negative tones. To 
evaluate this question, we compare which coefficients are statistically dif-
ferent (p < 0.05) between these three groups—bickerers, opportunists, and 
cheerleaders—based on the statistical models whose full results are in the 
chapter’s appendix.14 In table 4.4 we list which factors differentiate these par-
tisan types. A positive sign next to the variable indicates that it is associated 
with the “more likely” category in that row.

Substantively, the most consistent factor that differentiates these groups of 
strong partisans is whether they are in the same party as the president. Being a 
presidential copartisan makes it more likely a highly partisan lawmaker adopts 
a more cheerful tone. The probability that someone is a cheerleader increases 
0.03 if they are in the same party as the president. In contrast, opportunists are 
3 percent less likely to be in the president’s party. For bickerers, that value is 
16 percent. Put differently, sharing a partisan label with the president helps a 
good deal in explaining gradations in strong partisans’ rhetoric.

Seat safety is also associated with more negative partisan rhetoric. Com-
pared to members in the most competitive districts, those in the safest seats 
are 10 percent more likely to be bickerers. The effect is nearly identical for 
opportunists.15 Interestingly, seat safety does not have a statistically significant 
effect on a strong partisan being a cheerleader.

The final factor that consistently differentiates these groups is whether 
a member is running for higher office. In chapter 2, we discussed how this 
promotion-seeking behavior is aimed at other officeholders and the extended 
party networks whose endorsement and support are valuable assets. The tonal 

TABLE 4.4. Factors That Differentiate Strong Partisans Based on Tone

More (less) likely to be a . . . than a . . .  

Bickerer Cheerleader Seat Safety (+)
President’s Party (−)
Running for Higher Office (−)
Ideological Extremity (+)
Republican (−)

Bickerer Opportunist President’s Party (−)
Running for Higher Office (−)

Opportunist Cheerleader President’s Party (−)
Running for Higher Office (−)
Ideological Extremity (+)



2RPP

	 Bickering or Cheerleading	 89

approach that strong partisans take, as they run for positions like senator or 
president, is to speak more positively about their party. A cheerleader is 23 
percent more likely to be running for higher office than not. An opportunist 
is 16 percent more likely. Bickerers are very unlikely to be running for higher 
office—the predicted probability they are doing so is only 0.01. This consis-
tent association between running for higher office and having a positive tone 
follows research on enthusiasm that emphasizes that candidates are trying to 
motivate supporters and boost interest in their campaigns (Albertson, Dun, 
and Gadarian 2020; Gelman, Wilson, and Petrarca 2021).

What Is Motivating the Partisan Fighters on Capitol Hill?

At the outset of the chapter, we outlined what is viewed as a serious problem in 
Congress: the constant, negative partisan bickering that inhibits the legislature 
from doing its job. In that vein, we investigated members’ partisan tones and 
the factors associated with differences in their relative negativity. Our analy-
sis uncovers three important results. First, the average partisan tone is more 
negative than positive. Only a handful of members, most of whom do not use 
much partisan rhetoric, post more positive partisan messages on social media 
than negative ones. The perception that when lawmakers discuss the parties 
they are bickering with one another is well founded.

Second, two factors consistently are associated with differences in partisan 
tone. The president’s party has an outsize effect on how members talk. His 
copartisans adopt more positive tones, albeit most are still mostly negative, as 
they cheerlead his administration’s accomplishments. Those in the other party 
embrace tones that are much more negative as they look for any opportunity 
to attack the most prominent politician in American government. Given the 
time period we are examining, particularly the four years Donald Trump was 
president, this dynamic makes sense as Republicans dutifully applauded his 
every move while Democrats were merciless in their criticism. Additionally, 
seat safety is consistently associated with more negative partisan tones. Mem-
bers holding safer seats use more negative partisan rhetoric, and bickerers, the 
most intensely partisan and negative members, are more likely to come from 
uncompetitive districts or states.

Third, our analysis revises some common claims about who is perpetuat-
ing the partisan animosity on Capitol Hill. New legislators, on average, are not 
using more negativity than longer-serving ones, even after we control for seat 
safety. In fact, it is the opposite. Moreover, for this time period, we do not find 
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that Republicans adopt more negative partisan tones. Rather, our results point 
to larger structural factors as being associated with more combative tones. 
Who is in the White House, a district’s partisan lean, whether lawmakers are in 
the majority party, and their party’s seat share at the time all are more strongly 
related to lawmakers’ rhetorical tenor than how long they have been in Con-
gress or their political party.

Stepping back, we show that partisan rhetoric is not constantly nega-
tive. Instead, different factors are motivating different tones. In particular, 
reelection-seeking factors, not influence-seeking variables, are more associ-
ated with shifts in tone. This provides evidence that tonal changes are more 
about appealing to voters and building the party brand than about displaying 
good teamsmanship to colleagues.

Appendix

Fig. 4.4. Legislators’ Partisan Intensity and Tone, by Total Number of Tweets
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TABLE 4.5. Determinants of a Legislator’s Partisan Tone

Seat Safety −0.01*
(0.01)

President’s Party 0.13**
(0.01)

Majority Party −0.04*
(0.02)

Majority Size 1.05*
(0.52)

Party Leader 0.04
(0.05)

Committee Leader −0.01
(0.01)

Running for Higher Office 0.06**
(0.02)

Ideological Extremity −0.18**
(0.03)

Senate 0.01
(0.02)

Terms Served −0.01**
(0.01)

Republican 0.04**
(0.01)

Constant −1.13**
(0.29)

N 1,566
Pseudo R2 0.770



92	 Posting for Power

2RPP

TABLE 4.6. Determinants of Strong Partisans’ Tone

Bickerer Opportunist Cheerleader

 (1) (2) (1) (2) (1) (2)

Seat Safety 0.02* 0.03* 0.03* 0.02* −0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

President’s Party −0.35 −0.39* −0.30 −0.19 0.24 0.20
(0.20) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.23) (0.26)

Majority Party 1.41** 1.41** 1.47** 1.54** 0.74 1.07
(0.42) (0.40) (0.38) (0.41) (0.70) (0.79)

Majority Size −20.05 −16.58 −4.70 −5.78 −0.79 10.21
(13.27) (12.61) (13.75) (13.85) (29.84) (30.04)

Party Leader 2.76** 2.75** 2.26** 2.38** 2.12* 2.77**
(0.82) (0.82) (0.80) (0.81) (0.97) (0.97)

Committee Leader 1.27** 1.14** 0.49 0.65* 0.10 0.12
(0.28) (0.28) (0.28) (0.30) (0.44) (0.47)

Running for Higher 
Office

−0.43 
(0.77)

−0.24
(0.64)

1.73**
(0.37)

1.52**
(0.41)

2.66**
(0.42)

2.84**
(0.41)

Ideological Extremity 4.45** 4.38** 3.37** 3.47** 1.15 2.72*
(0.87) (0.81) (0.73) (0.80) (1.25) (1.26)

Senate −0.72 −0.59 −0.38 −0.37 −0.40 0.58
(0.44) (0.42) (0.48) (0.51) (0.94) (0.88)

Terms Served 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.09** 0.02
(0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

Republican 0.26 0.22 0.26 0.11 0.78 0.56
(0.24) (0.23) (0.24) (0.26) (0.47) (0.61)

Constant 5.73 3.94 −2.25 −2.01 −3.56 −10.96
(7.53) (7.15) (7.81) (7.85) (16.97) (17.13)

Model 1 N = 1,604; Model 2 N = 1,604
Model 1 R2 = 0.11; Model 2 R2 = 0.11

Note: Model 1 is based on the cutoffs for each type of partisan listed in table 4.2. Model 2 includes opportunists mak-
ing up the middle 40 percent, not 50 percent, of strong partisans. The baseline category are legislators whose partisan 
intensity falls below the 75th percentile in a given Congress. Coefficients are estimated from a multinomial logistic 
regression with robust standard errors clustered by legislator.
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FIVE

The Determinants of Congressional Partisanship

Lindsey Graham, South Carolina’s senior senator, had become a sycophant. 
At least according to his critics. From the day Donald Trump was first inaugu-
rated, Graham had a seemingly limitless well of unending and unconditional 
support for the president. For many, including some disaffected Republicans 
who had closely followed Graham’s career, the change was an unwelcome 
surprise. During the 2016 presidential campaign, Graham had reserved spe-
cial criticism for Trump. In May of that year, he tweeted that “if we nominate 
Trump, we will get destroyed . . . and we will deserve it” and called him “a 
‘nutjob’ and a loser,” as well as a “race-baiting, xenophobic, religious bigot” 
(Sykes 2019). In the 2016 election, he voted for Evan McMullin, a third-party 
candidate (Wang 2016). Yet, in early 2017, Graham resumed being a Republi-
can team player, which meant supporting Trump. In fact, during the next four 
years, no Republican other than Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell 
displayed more partisan intensity than Graham.

Graham’s partisan record during the Trump years is remarkable. When 
the Republicans’ Obamacare repeal was faltering, he tried to rally the Senate 
GOP conference around one final version. When Brett Kavanaugh’s Supreme 
Court nomination was flagging due to sexual assault allegations, Graham used 
his speaking time during the Senate Judiciary Committee hearing to accuse 
Democrats of “destroying [Kavanaugh’s] life [in order to] hold this seat open 
and hope you win in 2020” and told his “Republican colleagues, if you vote no, 
you’re legitimizing the most despicable thing I have seen in my time in poli-
tics” (Kirby 2018). Among conservatives, Graham is widely credited for saving 
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Kavanaugh’s nomination (Wulfsohn 2018). As Senate Judiciary Committee 
chair, he bulldozed through Democratic complaints to confirm Trump’s judi-
cial nominees, including Amy Coney Barrett right before the 2020 election. 
He accused Democrats of having “Trump derangement syndrome,”1 and after 
Trump lost to Joe Biden, he called the Georgia secretary of state to ask how 
signature matching for ballots worked in the state and if the secretary of state 
could throw out certain ballots (Kelly and Raju 2020; Caldera 2020).2

For his efforts, Graham became a deeply divisive figure in national poli-
tics. Democrats regularly pointed to his flip-flopping for partisan gain (Van 
Pykeren 2021), with President Obama describing him as “the guy who 
double crosses everyone to save his own skin” (Obama 2020, 505). Charles 
Sykes, a self-styled “Never Trumper,” described Graham’s transformation as 
turning from being “John McCain’s best friend in the Senate . . . into Trump’s 
shinebox” (2019).

In Republican circles, Graham was rewarded for his consistent team play. 
South Carolinians generally approved of his performance and reelected him 
by 10 points in 2020 (“Morning Consult Senator Rankings” 2019). In 2019, 
he became chair of the Senate Judiciary Committee and oversaw the vetting 
of scores of conservative judges during the last two years of the Trump presi-
dency.3 He was a constant presence on political television shows, especially on 
Fox News, being mentioned more often during the Trump years than figures like 
Mitch McConnell and Ted Cruz (Hong et al. 2021). Even if Democrats thought 
he was a sycophant, in Republican circles, Graham’s partisanship paid dividends.

What explains Graham’s behavior? The Occam’s razor assessment is that 
Graham adopted a home style that fit his state. South Carolina Republicans, 
who dominate the state’s electorate, loved Donald Trump, so a savvy politi-
cian like Graham embraced the president whole-heartedly. Certainly electoral 
considerations played a role, but it cannot be the whole story. Tim Scott, the 
other Republican senator from the state, represents the same voters but was 
not nearly as intensely partisan. Perhaps Graham’s background as a “Gingrich 
Senator,” a Republican elected to the House after 1978 who eventually joined 
the Senate, explains his strong partisanship (Theriault 2013). Yet, other Gin-
grich Senators like Richard Burr (R-NC) were reliable team players, but not to 
Graham’s extent. Or maybe his role in leading a particular partisan committee 
required that he be a good team player. Indeed, we can point to many factors 
that may explain Graham’s behavior, all of which have found some support in 
previous political science research. With so many possible reasons, it is diffi-
cult to know which factors are most important in explaining why some legisla-
tors like Graham adopt such partisan personas and others do not.
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In this chapter, we describe why members of Congress vary in their par-
tisan intensities and test various explanations for this behavior against one 
another. Our argument is that a member’s partisanship is shaped by their goals 
to win reelection and become influential in Washington, DC. To achieve their 
reelection goals, members develop a partisan home style that reflects voter 
demand and promotes the party’s collective brand (Fenno 1978). Their inten-
sity reflects local voters’ preferences as well as power dynamics in Washington, 
DC. Those in the majority party raise their intensity to cheerlead their accom-
plishments and defend against opposition attacks. Those in the party opposite 
the president attack the White House to score political points. These factors, 
used to burnish a member and their party’s image among voters, are reliably 
associated with their partisanship.

Yet, a lawmaker’s partisan intensity not only reflects how they want to be 
viewed at home. It is also a hill style that promotion-seeking, ambitious mem-
bers cultivate to show copartisans that they are good team players. By proving 
their partisan mettle, they hope to win, and retain, powerful leadership roles or 
receive support as they run for higher office. As we show throughout the chap-
ter, lawmakers increase their partisan intensity when they seek promotions to 
committee leadership or within the party leadership structure and when they 
run for higher office. Those who have been promoted to these roles maintain 
high intensities but after serving in them reduce their partisan behaviors.

We also assess other explanations for congressional partisanship and find 
mixed results. Republicans are more partisan than Democrats, as are representa-
tives compared to senators. However, legislators elected during wave elections 
are not more intense partisans. Moreover, partisanship is not being driven by 
new, divisive lawmakers. Long-serving members, even after controlling for their 
powerful leadership roles and their relative seat safety, are, on average, more 
partisan. Our results show that while members’ partisanship is associated with a 
number of factors, it can be understood as a predictable strategy that helps them 
stay in office and become more politically influential. As a result, an individual’s 
partisan intensity can best be understood as a mosaic, created from their unique 
personal circumstances and career goals in Congress.

What Do We Know About Partisanship?

In chapter 2, we reviewed the previous research that examines why legislators 
act as partisans. While we will not rehash that entire discussion, it is worth 
briefly recapping both others’ findings as well as our argument to contextualize 
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our statistical analyses. Given the acrimony on Capitol Hill, political scientists 
have shown increasing interest in why Democrats and Republicans constantly 
engage in partisan bickering. One fruitful line of research examines parties as 
the unit of analysis. These studies show that many legislative disagreements 
are partisan in nature (Lee 2016, 2009) and that interparty fighting affects 
legislative organization (Koger and Lebo 2017). Other approaches examine 
how legislative cohorts contribute to a more partisan Congress (Theriault 
2013; Sinclair 2006; Ragusa 2016) or use case studies to track how important 
events have increased partisanship over time (Mann and Ornstein 2012; Sin-
clair 2006; Smith 2014). A second literature considers individual-level partisan 
behavior, what we are studying, and examines different patterns in voting or 
bill cosponsorships (“Bipartisan Index” 2021; Lawless, Theriault, and Guthrie 
2018; Harbridge 2015; Theriault 2013; Carson et al. 2010).

Together, these studies have developed a wide range of explanations for 
why partisanship has increased and predominates in the contemporary Con-
gress. Research on parties emphasizes that collective goals—such as building a 
positive party brand and winning majority status–incentivize partisanship. In 
turn, legislative parties develop rules, institutions, and strategies that encour-
age team play. One consequence of this argument is that party leaders, who 
are charged by their copartisans with tending to the party’s brand, should act 
like strong partisans (Cox and McCubbins 2005; Gelman and Wilson 2021; 
Russell 2018).

Others argue that partisanship is driven by a member’s individual goal of 
winning reelection. In this view, partisan behavior is part of a legislator’s home 
style that appeals to voters. Political scientists consistently find support for 
this claim as well, as seat safety is correlated with partisanship (Russell 2021b; 
Gelman and Wilson 2021). Yet, as we showed in chapters 3 and 4, partisan 
intensity differs among members from similar districts who are in the same 
party and share the same collective goals.

As such, other explanations abound. Treul (2009) provides evidence that 
progressive ambition, specifically when senators run for president, increases 
partisan voting. Russell (2018, 2020) and Theriault (2013) argue that Republi-
cans display more negatively toned partisanship than Democrats. Ideology is 
often linked with partisanship, although as we previously discussed, this rela-
tionship is not surprising since measures like DW-NOMINATE conflate these 
concepts in complicated ways. These varying research approaches present a 
complex picture of partisanship. Political scientists have argued it is motivated 
by a wide range of goals, which in turn produce a multitude of explanations for 
this behavior. Moreover, researchers measure partisanship in different ways 
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and do not test many of these claims directly against one another. This makes 
it difficult to assess which factors matter most in determining a member’s par-
tisan intensity.

Our Argument and What We Expect to Find

These previous studies suggest that no single factor causes partisanship; 
instead, it arises due to a variety of political circumstances. We agree, and 
rather than adding to these various explanations, we have developed a theory 
that clarifies why some factors affect a member’s partisan intensity and oth-
ers do not. Earlier in the book, we argued that a member’s partisan inten-
sity helps them achieve two goals: winning reelection and becoming more 
politically influential. As a home style, they cultivate a partisan persona that 
is acceptable to their voters and builds their party’s brand, which supports 
their reelection efforts. Partisanship is also a hill style that lawmakers use to 
become more politically influential. They act as team players to signal to their 
copartisans that they can be trusted with leadership roles or will be good team 
players if elected to higher office. Together, the ways that members strategi-
cally increase or decrease their partisan intensity to achieve these goals explain 
substantial differences in how lawmakers portray themselves.

In chapter 2, we hypothesized that a number of factors should be associ-
ated with this behavior. As a strategy to win reelection, the partisan lean of 
a legislator’s district as well as factors related to the party’s collective image 
should increase their intensity. These include serving in the minority party, 
serving in a chamber with a small majority party, and being in the party oppo-
site the president. Partisanship also changes as lawmakers seek political power. 
Running for committee and party leadership positions requires winning their 
copartisans’ votes in the House or Senate.4 Being a good team player is a pre-
requisite to being elected to these roles and keeping these positions. As such, 
we expect that those currently in leadership display more partisan intensity, 
as do legislators who plan on running for these positions. Previous research 
suggests that other factors also explain this behavior. Some have argued that 
Republicans outpace Democrats in their partisanship or that specific cohorts 
are to blame for the bickering on Capitol Hill. Others point the finger at new, 
attention-seeking members.5

For the remainder of the chapter, we test our expectations that partisanship 
comes from reelection and promotion-seeking factors and other explanations 
against one another using a suite of statistical tests. The results present a clear 
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picture that reelection and promotion-seeking factors play an important role 
in dictating members’ partisan intensity.

Testing Claims against One Another

To evaluate differences in partisan intensity, we begin by including all of the 
proposed explanations we discuss above in a single statistical model. Although 
political scientists have examined many of these factors individually, to our 
knowledge, these factors have never been tested together. The dependent vari-
ables are our two measures of partisan intensity we introduced in chapter 3: 
the proportion of partisan tweets and the number of partisan tweets a member 
posts. Table 5.1 summarizes the independent variables, our expected findings 
we outlined in chapter 2, and how we operationalized each covariate. Before 
presenting our results, the table includes some features worth highlighting.

First, the home style variables are commonly used to evaluate members’ 
individual reelection goals (e.g., their seat safety), as well as what factors 
change their collective partisan goals (e.g., majority party status and serv-
ing in the president’s party). Second, although previous studies examine how 
holding leadership positions affects partisanship, we examine this connection 
in a much more nuanced way. Usually, researchers will create variables for 
high-ranking party and committee leaders (Gelman and Wilson 2021; Rus-
sell 2021a). We include the standard High-Ranking Party Leader variable but 
specify four additional variables.

We split the traditional committee leader measure by chamber, creating 
House Committee Leader and Senate Committee Leader measures because Sen-
ate committee chairs and ranking members are not necessarily selected by the 
party caucus/conference. As such, we do not expect that Senate committee 
leaders need to show the same party fidelity as House committee leaders to 
retain their roles. In fact, this difference is a tidy test of whether promotion 
seeking is driving partisan intensity or whether simply holding an important 
role like committee leader is doing so.

Additionally, we create a dichotomous measure for Low-Ranking Party 
Leader, such as caucus chair or conference secretary. Our expectation is that 
these members need to display higher levels of partisan intensity to maintain 
these positions and to move up the leadership ranks when new positions open. 
However, the amount of partisanship that high- and low-ranking party lead-
ers show likely differs. The Speaker of the House, for instance, is likely more 
intensely partisan than the caucus vice chair. By splitting them, we ensure that 
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extremely partisan, high-ranking leaders do not obfuscate whether these less 
important positions also correlate with this behavior.

Our argument that partisanship is motivated by promotion seeking means 
that aspirants for leadership positions, not just those holding them, should 
also show more partisan intensity. That being the case, we created a Running 
for Leadership Position dichotomous variable. These positions include all party 
leadership roles as well as the House committee chair and ranking member 

TABLE 5.1. Potential Explanations for Legislators’ Partisanship

Variable Coding Expected Effect

Reelection-seeking variables
Seat Safety Presidential vote share from member’s 

party in most recent election
+

Majority Party 1 if in majority, 0 otherwise −
Majority Party Size % of seats held by majority party −
President’s Party 1 if presidential copartisan, 0 otherwise −

Promotion-seeking variables
High-Ranking Party Leader Coded as 1 if top 3 party leader in House or 

top 2 party leader in Senate, 0 otherwise
+

Low-Ranking Party Leader Coded as 1 if part of the party leadership 
but not a high-ranking leader, 0 
otherwise

+

House Committee Leader Coded as 1 if House committee chair or 
ranking member, 0 otherwise

+

Senate Committee Leader Coded as 1 if Senate committee chair or 
ranking member, 0 otherwise

Null

Running for Leadership 
Position

Coded as 1 if running for a leadership 
position, including committee leader, 0 
otherwise

+

Running for Higher Office Coded as 1 if running for higher office, 0 
otherwise

+

Other Explanations
Terms Served Count of number of congressional terms 

served
−

Senate Coded 1 if senator, 0 if representative −
Republican Party Coded 1 if Republican, 0 otherwise +
Ideological Extremity Absolute ideological distance from chamber 

median (using DW-NOMINATE scores)
+

Partisan Cohorts Individual dummy variables for 
Republicans elected in 1994, Republicans 
elected in 2010, Democrats elected in 
2006, Democrats elected in 2008, and 
Democrats elected in 2018

+

Total tweets Natural log of number of tweets legislator 
posted during a congressional term

+
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roles.6 Members are coded as running for a committee or party leadership 
position in two ways. First, those currently holding a leadership position and 
continuing in that role in the next Congress are recorded as aspirants. Second, 
we collected data on legislators who are not in these leadership positions but 
who ran for them. The way this works is that at the end of a congressional 
term, a party caucus meets to (re)elect their leaders. Although these votes hap-
pen behind closed doors, they become public contests because those running 
announce their candidacies to their copartisans, leak this information to the 
press, and campaign for their fellow members’ support.

The data on who ran for leadership positions comes from publications that 
closely cover party and committee leadership races, namely, Roll Call, The 
Hill, and Politico. In particular, Roll Call often includes summary articles that 
list everyone contesting a race either right before or after leadership elections 
occur. Although this reporting should be comprehensive, it is possible that 
this variable includes some measurement error due to unreported candidacies. 
However, since serious campaigns are run so publicly, the more realistic con-
cern is that some legislators considered running, which raised their partisan 
intensities, but then chose not to after realizing they had no chance of winning. 
Those latent candidacies never receive news coverage and are coded as some-
one not running, which means we are most likely underestimating the effect 
that running for a leadership position has on partisanship.7

Importantly, this measurement is not just a proxy for leaders running to 
keep their current roles. For instance, candidates for party leadership posi-
tions are split evenly (59 each) between rank-and-file legislators who want to 
join the leadership ranks and those who already hold a position and are run-
ning for the same position or a new role. In total, we identified 118 candidates 
campaigning for a leadership role who did not hold one of these positions 
when announcing their candidacy and 179 members who retained leadership 
roles in the next Congress.

The Running for Higher Office measure includes representatives running for 
president, Senate, and statewide office as well as senators who ran for presi-
dent.8 We counted someone as running for president if they participated in a 
televised presidential primary debate. For candidates for other offices (e.g., 
a House member running for Senate), we coded them as running if they ran 
in the general election or entered a primary but did not receive their party’s 
nomination.

Finally, we add variables that test the other common claims about what 
motivates partisanship—being a Republican, elected during a specific cohort, 
serving in the House—as well as how much a member posts on Twitter (par-
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tisan or not). We note that our measure for ideological extremity uses DW-
NOMINATE scores, which are based on roll call votes. This would be prob-
lematic if our goal was to disentangle partisanship from ideology, but that is 
not our aim. Lee (2009) has persuasively argued that the roll call record and 
consequently DW-NOMINATE scores are a mix of ideological and partisan 
votes. In times of high partisan polarization, it is difficult to discern whether 
these measures show differences in policy views or coordinated teamsmanship 
(Aldrich, Montgomery, and Sparks 2014). Other measures that claim to mea-
sure ideology suffer from the same issues. For instance, CFScores are based 
on campaign donations (Bonica 2014), which may result from policy-based 
giving or be based on whom donors see as a good team player.

As we discuss in chapter 2, it may be possible to identify some purely par-
tisan issues in Congress, but most contentious ideological issues these days 
are also partisan. Thus, finding a “pure” measure of ideology in a time of high 
partisan polarization is unrealistic. To the extent that our Ideological Extremity 
measure also captures some element of partisanship, then the best interpreta-
tion of that variable is that we are measuring what affects partisan intensity 
after controlling for a member’s voting behavior. Again, the consequence 
is that we are underestimating how other factors affect partisan intensity 
because some of that variation is included in this measure.

Table 5.2 reports the results from two statistical models. The first, whose 
dependent variable is our proportional partisan intensity measure, is an OLS 
regression with robust standard errors clustered by legislator and includes 
congressional term fixed effects. The second, whose dependent variable is a 
count of partisan tweets, is a negative binomial regression model that uses 
a member’s total tweets as an exposure term and includes the same robust, 
clustered standard errors.9

The results from table 5.2 are broadly in line with our expectations. All 
of the reelection-seeking variables are in the expected direction and statisti-
cally significant, with the exception of the Majority Party one. Its direction 
is reversed, indicating that majority party members display more partisan 
intensity than those in the minority. The promotion-seeking variables follow 
a similar pattern. All are in the expected direction and significant, except the 
low-ranking party leader variable.10 Interestingly, as we argued, committee 
leaders in the Senate, who are not elected by their party members, do not 
show heightened partisan intensity, while those in the House do.

Our results both revise and support previous explanations of partisan 
intensity. In line with Russell (2018, 2020) and Theriault’s (2013) work, we 
find that Republicans display more partisanship than Democrats. However, 



TABLE 5.2. Determinants of Congressional Partisanship

 Expected Effect
(1)

Proportional DV
(2)

Count DV

Seat Safety + 0.002*** 0.009***
(0.001) (0.002)

Majority Party − 0.044*** 0.249***
(0.016) (0.064)

Majority Party Size − −0.843** −3.895***
(0.346) (1.314)

President’s Party − −0.070*** −0.250***
(0.005) (0.022)

High-Ranking Party Leader + 0.140*** 0.437***
(0.040) (0.110)

Low-Ranking Party Leader + 0.024 0.088
(0.017) (0.057)

House Committee Leader + 0.069*** 0.207***
(0.015) (0.044)

Senate Committee Leader Null −0.063*** −0.158**
(0.021) (0.074)

Running for Leadership Position + 0.019** 0.067*
(0.009) (0.034)

Running for Higher Office + 0.065*** 0.325***
(0.022) (0.074)

Terms Served − 0.002** 0.006
(0.001) (0.004)

Senate − −0.033** −0.104*
(0.015) (0.059)

Republican + 0.025*** 0.056
(0.009) (0.036)

Ideological Extremity + 0.247*** 1.028***
(0.033) (0.131)

Democrat 2006 + 0.024 0.089
(0.020) (0.067)

Democrat 2008 + 0.035 0.125
(0.023) (0.083)

Democrat 2018 + −0.050*** −0.194***
(0.014) (0.063)

Republican 1994 + −0.014 −0.107
(0.029) (0.124)

Republican 2010 + 0.011 0.052
(0.014) (0.057)

Total Tweets 0.022***
(0.005)

Constant 0.444** 0.232
(0.193) (0.718)

N 1,566 1,566
R2 0.40 0.032
𝛼 0.182***

Note: Model 1 includes our proportional measure of partisan intensity and is an OLS regression with robust stan-
dard errors clustered by member with Congress fixed effects. Model 2’s DV is a count of partisan tweets and is a nega-
tive binomial regression with total tweets as the exposure term and the same cluster robust errors as model 1.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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new members are not the more intense partisans. On average, longer-serving 
lawmakers are the more active team players. We do not find support for the 
cohort hypothesis, as none are associated with higher intensities.

Although table 5.2 shows that lawmakers’ partisan behavior is responding 
to reelection and promotion-seeking incentives, the more important question 
is how much these factors matter. In table 5.3, we take the statistically signifi-
cant results from the previous table and list the average percentage change in 
a legislator’s partisan intensity as a variable moves from its minimum to maxi-
mum observed values.

The striking feature of table 5.3 is the many factors that have substan-
tively large effects on a lawmaker’s partisan intensity. Not surprisingly, and 
for reasons we have already discussed about its relationship to partisanship, 
the Ideological Extremity variable’s effect is very large. A one standard devia-
tion increase in ideological extremity is associated with a 9 percent increase 
in partisan intensity.11 However, even after taking the variable into account, 
our reelection and promotion-seeking explanations are related to large shifts 
in member behavior. All else being equal, the difference from serving in an 
unsafe seat to a very safe one is equivalent to moving from the 30th percentile 
in partisan intensity to the 70th.12 Being elected a high-ranking party leader 
has a similar effect.

TABLE 5.3. Common Explanations for Legislators’ Partisanship

Variable Expected Effect
% Change in Partisan 

Intensity

Reelection-seeking variables
Seat Safety + 13.3%
Majority Party + 4.4%
Majority Party Size − −4.1%
President’s Party − −7%

Promotion-seeking variables
High-Ranking Party Leader + 14%
House Committee Leader + 6.3%
Running for Higher Office + 6.5%
Running for Leadership Position + 1.9%

Other Explanations
Terms Served − 5.6%
Republican Party + 2.5%
Senate − −4.2%
Ideological Extremity + 25.3%

Note: % change in partisan intensity is the predicted average change in a member’s partisan 
behavior as the listed variable moves from the minimum to maximum observed values.
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Although they produce smaller effects, changes in Washington, DC’s polit-
ical environment, like who the president is or which parties are in the majority, 
can substantially change a member’s communication style. The median num-
ber of tweets a legislator posts in our data is 1,662. When their party loses the 
White House, we estimate that members will post 116 more partisan tweets, 
or about one extra partisan tweet every week of the congressional term, than 
if their party’s candidate had won. Given that these factors operate in con-
cert, shifting combinations of which party is in power, a member’s role in the 
chamber, and personal factors can produce changes in partisan messaging 
equivalent to a dozen or more posts per week.

House and Senate Differences

Although our results support our expectations, it is possible they mask differ-
ences between the House and Senate. In particular, partisan behavior used for 
promotion seeking is likely different between the two chambers for reasons 
that are institutional and unique to the time we are studying. We have previ-
ously discussed the institutional difference. Unlike those in the House, com-
mittee leaders in the Senate during this time were not selected in a way that 
demanded partisan fidelity. As our theory predicts and table 5.2 shows, these 
different selection rules differentially affect House and Senate committee lead-
ers’ partisanship.

Additionally, during the six years we analyze, the Senate party leadership 
structure was remarkably stable. With the exception of Harry Reid’s (D-NV) 
retirement and John Thune’s (R-SD) selection as majority whip to replace 
John Cornyn (R-TX), the top party leaders remained the same and no public 
leadership fights occurred. Even the lower-level party ranks were stable. The 
main changes featured junior senators chairing the parties’ campaign arms 
and Democrats adding some minor leadership roles in 2019 for progressives 
and moderates to project a unified front. Most senators never held or sought a 
leadership role.13 Public accounts suggest that these changes were rarely acri-
monious and that when someone felt slighted, a new leadership position was 
created for them.14 Consequently, our data includes very little variation in the 
Party Leader and Running for Leadership Position variables. Unlike the House, 
it is likely we will not find an association between leadership seeking and par-
tisan intensity in the Senate.15

Put differently, given differences in how committee leaders are selected 
during this time and the stability in the Senate parties’ leadership ranks, we 
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expect that most of the promotion-seeking variables for the Senate will not 
show a significant relationship with partisan intensity. However, we still 
expect that party leaders and those running for president increase their par-
tisan behavior. We evaluated chamber differences by estimating the same sta-
tistical models from table 5.2 but divided the data by chamber.16 Table 5.4 
includes the size of our main variables’ effects on partisan intensity and if they 
are statistically significant. The full models are in the chapter’s appendix.

Reelection-seeking factors animate partisanship in the House and Senate, 
albeit to different degrees. However, in the House, and unlike in the Senate, 
promotion seeking is more strongly associated with partisan intensity, with 
the exception of serving as a top-ranking party leader. We suspect this differ-
ence relates to differences in the chambers’ structures and the importance of 
these positions for House members. In the Senate, leadership positions, for 
committees and low-ranking party roles, are not necessarily doled out based 
on party fidelity. Moreover, the chamber’s small size allows senators to gain 
influence without these more formal roles by positioning themselves as lead 
negotiators on important issues or being the pivotal voters to break filibusters, 
among other actions. At first, the weaker finding that senators running for 
president (p = 0.11) are not more partisan than House members running for 
higher office is puzzling. Yet, that variable is correlated with the total number 
of tweets that a senator posts. Put differently, when they begin running for 
president, senators become more partisan and their social media presence 

TABLE 5.4. Determinants of Partisanship, by Chamber

Variable Expected Effect
% Change for 

Representatives
% Change for 

Senators

Reelection-seeking variables
Seat Safety + 11.6%** 19.4%**
Majority Party + 5.9%** 5.4%
Majority Party Size − −17%** −19%**
President’s Party − −6.4%** −7.7%**

Promotion-seeking variables
High-Ranking Party Leader + 9.4%* 15.1%**
Low-Ranking Party Leader + 4.5%* 3.8%
Committee Leader + 6.7%** −1.6%
Running for Higher Office + 8.9%** 4.3%
Running for Leadership Position + 3.3%** −3.3%

Note: +p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. Effects are calculated as the predicted change from the minimum 
to maximum observed values for a variable from the results reported in model 1 in table 5.6 in the chapter’s 
appendix.
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increases. In models where we drop the total tweets covariate, senators run-
ning for president increase their partisan intensity by 6.8 percent (p = 0.01).

Even as promotion seeking affects partisanship, especially in the House, 
reelection-seeking concerns dramatically change this behavior throughout 
Congress. In both chambers, those in the least safe seats are much less partisan 
than their colleagues in very red or blue districts. This is especially pronounced 
in the Senate. Moreover, the majority party’s size substantially changes mem-
bers’ behavior. As Lee (2016) argues, small majorities incentivize both parties 
to engage in more messaging in an effort to bolster their collective images and 
win enough contested seats in the next election to become the majority party. 
The particularly large effect size in the Senate makes sense, given how acri-
mony often stems from the majority party trying to overcome minority party 
obstruction and Gelman’s (2019) finding that expectations about who will win 
the majority in the next election are strongly predictive of the Senate’s overall 
level of partisanship.

More generally, the House and Senate display some differences in what 
motivates partisan intensity. Promotion seeking more strongly affects rep-
resentatives’ behavior. Reelection factors are more associated with senators’ 
partisanship. Yet, a combination of promotion seeking and reelection-seeking 
is structuring the partisan environment in both chambers.

Promotion Seeking and Changing Partisan Behavior

So far, we have shown that members increase their partisan intensity when 
they seek and gain influential roles in Congress. In our analysis above, we 
compared ambitious officeholders who are running for party and leadership 
committee positions to those who do not. We found support for our theory 
that promotion-seeking behavior encourages partisanship. In this section, we 
consider other comparisons that might further buttress our argument that the 
goal of becoming politically influential is an important factor motivating leg-
islators’ partisan behavior.

To do so, we evaluate three promotion-seeking situations and analyze how 
lawmakers’ partisan intensity changes. First, we compare the partisanship of 
those who won their leadership races against those who lost. We expect that 
winners should maintain higher intensities while losers become less partisan. 
Second, we assess if those choosing to leave leadership display less partisan-
ship than their colleagues who are running to keep their current roles or to win 
new ones. Our expectation is that members who choose to leave decrease their 
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partisanship compared to those who plan to remain a leader. Third, we assess 
if those who ran for higher office subsequently decreased their intensity once 
their campaigns were over. Again, we expect that once someone wins higher 
office, their partisan intensity decreases relative to their previous behavior. 
Each of these situations provides additional leverage for assessing how trying 
to become politically influential affects partisan intensity beyond the pooled 
regression models we previously presented.

Internal Promotion-Seeking Winners and Losers

When House Republicans met to select their party leaders for the 115th 
Congress, there was no competition for the top spots. But members jock-
eyed for the low-ranking positions, the springboards to a future as Speaker 
of the House, majority leader, or whip. The leadership election’s under-
card, the race for conference secretary, featured Jason Smith (R-MO) and 
Jackie Walorski (R-IN). Both joined Congress in 2013 and were ambi-
tious members whose safe districts made it likely they had long legislative 
careers ahead of them.17

Our argument, that members change their partisan intensities when they 
try to move up the party ranks, should produce a consistent pattern. When 
candidates are running for positions, we expect that they should not vary too 
much from one another in their partisanship. They are all trying to be good 
team players. Put differently, Smith’s and Walorski’s intensities should be simi-
lar. Yet, in the next Congress, when one is in leadership and the other is not, 
their partisanship should diverge. The winner should remain very partisan or 
even increase their intensity, as demanded by their new role, while the loser 
becomes less partisan since they no longer need to impress their colleagues.

Smith’s and Walorski’s partisan behaviors nicely illustrate this trend. In the 
114th Congress, when both were trying to establish their Republican bona 
fides, their intensities were 0.21 (for Smith) and 0.2 (for Walorski). Late in 
2016, Smith won the conference secretary spot that both he and Walorski 
sought. Walorski remained a backbencher. The 115th Congress, Trump’s first 
two years in office, was remarkably partisan. Like most members whose inten-
sity increased from the end of the Obama years, Walorski’s partisanship rose, 
from 0.2 to 0.25. But as expected, Smith’s partisanship drastically increased, 
from 0.21 to 0.37. His win as conference secretary fundamentally changed his 
partisan behavior. In the next Congress, he became ranking member of the 
Budget Committee and became one of the most partisan Republicans in the 
House. Smith’s intensity rose to 0.5. In contrast, Walorski remained out of 
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leadership and her partisan behavior leveled off. It was nearly identical in the 
115th and 116th Congresses.

The differing trajectories of Jason Smith and Jackie Walorski highlight the 
diverging partisan path we expect those who win leadership positions to take 
from those who lose. To test this idea more systematically, we took all the 
House rank-and-file members who ran for a leadership position and assessed 
how their intensities changed based on whether they won or lost their elec-
tion.18 We excluded those running who were already in leadership since their 
current positions are associated with them displaying more partisan behavior. 
The data include 56 winners and 50 losers. We expect that when members are 
running, the winners’ and losers’ partisanship is about the same. That is what 
we find. The winners’ average intensity is 0.28, and the losers’ average is 0.29 (p 
= 0.57). Yet in the next Congress, once the winners assume their new roles and 
the losers remain in the rank and file, we see a divergence in the behavior. The 
winners’ average intensity is 0.35, and the losers’ average is 0.29 (p = 0.02).19

Put differently, the members who are not in leadership but are running 
for a position display similar amounts of partisan intensity. The winners, once 
in office, become much more partisan, while the losers who remain outside 
the leadership do not since they no longer need to show off as unusually good 
team players.

Leaving Leadership Positions

Although we focus on how members secure leadership positions, they often 
leave these positions as well. Sometimes this happens when a legislator decides 
to retire. In other cases, they simply return to the rank and file. No matter 
the reason, choosing to leave positions that require being a good team player 
should produce a consistent pattern. Those running for reelection, who hope 
to keep their leadership role, should maintain high levels of partisan inten-
sity. They need to continue to present themselves as dependable team players. 
Those leaving their positions do not need to show the same commitment to 
the party. Sure, it is important they support their side, but since they will not 
be asking their congressional copartisans to vote for them, they can reduce 
their partisan behavior. Simply put, those trying to stay in leadership should 
have higher partisan intensities than those leaving.

We tested this prediction by calculating a one-tailed t-test that compared 
these two groups’ average partisan intensity. The data includes 168 members 
who sought reelection to a leadership position and 52 who were leaving. For 
the group that was not seeking a return to leadership, we excluded those who 



2RPP

	 The Determinants of Congressional Partisanship	 109

intended to run again but unexpectedly left Congress. This includes members 
who died in office and lost their primary or general elections. We omit them 
because they were not expecting to leave their position, so they had no rea-
son to reduce their partisan intensity. As we expect, legislators trying to keep 
their leadership roles are more intensely partisan (0.39) than those leaving 
these positions (0.32, p = 0.002). This provides more evidence that promotion-
seeking behavior, in this case, seeking reelection as a party or House com-
mittee leader, pushes members to be stronger partisans than those who hold 
similar positions but are leaving these jobs.

Winners and Losers in Running for Higher Office

We expect to see a slightly different pattern when legislators run for higher 
office. As we show above, campaigning for a promotion raises members’ par-
tisan intensities as they appeal to party insiders and the extended party net-
work. Yet, win or lose, we expect partisanship to decrease in the next term. 
To understand why, consider the case of Todd Young (R-IN). Young ran for 
Senate in 2016. Winning his race required that he show off as a staunch team 
player in order to beat fellow representative Marlin Stutzman (R-IN) in the 
primary and former Senator Evan Bayh (D-IN) in the general election. Once 
in office, Young no longer needed to convince his copartisans that he was the 
best candidate for the Senate seat. As the incumbent, he gets that benefit of 
the doubt. Instead, he assumed the role of a Senate backbencher who was not 
seeking a major leadership role. He did not need to impress his fellow Senate 
Republicans with partisan displays. That being the case, after he won, Young’s 
intensity plummeted from 0.4, when he was a candidate, to 0.16.

We expect Young’s partisan trajectory to be the norm among members 
running for higher office. Unfortunately, our sample size is fairly limited. In 
the 114th and 115th Congresses, 31 members ran for higher office, but only 13 
remained in Congress the next term. These 13 include the 5 senators who ran 
failed presidential campaigns in 2016 (Cruz, Graham, Paul, Rubio, and Sand-
ers) and 8 representatives who returned as senators the next term.20 The other 
18 candidates either won state-level races, like governor, or lost and did not 
return to Congress.21 Since our claim is that legislators who finish running for 
higher office, win or lose, should subsequently decrease their partisan inten-
sity, we are left to study variation among these 5 losers and 8 winners.

The results, even with such a small sample size, suggest that electoral pro-
motion seeking likely fosters partisanship. When running for higher office, 
these 13 lawmakers’ average partisan intensity was 0.4. The next term, win 
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or lose, it was 0.3.22 Only 4 of the 13 had higher values in the subsequent Con-
gress. Bernie Sanders’s intensity increased as he prepared to run for president 
again, as did that of Chris Van Hollen, who left the House but immediately 
joined the Senate Democrats’ leadership team.23 Only Lindsey Graham (R-
SC) and Tammy Duckworth (D-IL) ran for higher office and became more 
partisan afterward without seeking another promotion. The small sample size 
combined with Sanders’s and Van Hollen’s unusual political circumstances 
means we can be less definitive in this assessment. However, what we can say is 
that for most members who run for higher office, after doing so, their partisan 
intensity decreases.

What If More Seats Were Competitive?

In this chapter, we have presented evidence that both reelection and 
promotion-seeking factors are motivating partisan behavior. Some of these 
factors and their relationship to partisanship, like who is president or the size 
of the majority party, are not easily changed. In contrast, state legislatures 
or redistricting commissions have wide latitude to determine how many safe 
seats are drawn for their House delegations. Our goal is not to review the 
extensive literature on competitive congressional districts, representational 
consequences of seat safety, or the situations that produce more competitive 
maps. Our point is much narrower. We simply note that more competitive 
seats can reduce partisanship on Capitol Hill. By no means are they a silver bul-
let, and to be clear, we are not arguing that partisanship is bad per se. Rather, 
the extreme partisanship that so many others have identified and argued is 
problematic can be partially mitigated by drawing more competitive districts.

Take, for instance, the top quartile of safe seats.24 These districts favor 
one party by at least 17 points, and members holding them display a partisan 
intensity that is, on average, 8 percent higher than other members. What if 
these districts were more competitive? How would the lawmakers’ partisan-
ship change? To answer this question, we estimated the predicted partisan 
intensity from model 1 in table 5.6 (see the chapter’s appendix). Next, we cal-
culated the same values but at different levels of seat safety. We subtracted the 
simulated partisan intensity from the predicted value from our analysis. This 
number is how much a legislator’s partisanship would change, all else being 
equal, if their district was more competitive.25 In table 5.5, we report the aver-
age decrease in a lawmaker’s partisanship if their seat, which is currently in 
the top 25 percent of the safest ones, had an average partisan lean, a 5-point 
partisan advantage, or had partisan parity.
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If the least competitive House seats were redrawn to reduce their par-
tisan advantage to a still comfortable 10.6 points, lawmakers would reduce 
their partisan intensity by a predicted 2.3 percent. More competitive seats 
produce even larger decreases. Again, a 3 percent decrease will not end the 
hyper-partisanship on Capitol Hill. But it would produce, on average, 29 fewer 
partisan tweets from these members. Over the three Congresses we study, 
these legislators, if they were still in seats with a 10-point partisan advantage, 
would in total have posted 11,000 fewer partisan posts. A 4.2 percent decrease 
is equivalent to 40 fewer partisan messages per member holding a very safe 
seat each Congress and, in total, over 15,000 fewer partisan tweets. To the 
extent Congress could benefit from fewer hyper-partisans in it ranks, making 
the safest seats even a little more competitive would help.26

Conclusion

Earlier in the book, we argued that individual-level partisanship is motivated 
by reelection and promotion-seeking goals. Through a series of statistical tests 
in this chapter, we find evidence that supports our theory. Factors we identi-
fied as affecting legislators’ personal or party brand are consistently and pre-
dictably associated with changes in partisan behavior. The promotion-seeking 
variables, which we studied from a number of perspectives, produced similar 
patterns.

Additionally, by testing common claims about what is creating congres-
sional partisanship, we identified the factors that most strongly related to this 
behavior. Who is sitting in the White House and the majority party’s size play 
important roles in dictating how much overall partisanship members of a 
party caucus will display. But factors specific to each individual, like their seat 
safety, the roles they hold in Congress, and their political ambitions, are also 
important. As a consequence, legislators in similar political situations might 

TABLE 5.5. Predicted Change in Partisan Intensity When the Least Competitive 
House Seats Become More Competitive

Avg. Seat Safety
5-Pt. Partisan 

Advantage Partisan Parity
 (Seat Safety = 10.6) (Seat Safety = 5) (Seat Safety = 0)

Change in partisan intensity −2.3% −3.3% −4.2%

Note: Values are calculated for the House seats in the top quartile of the Seat Safety variable.
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show very different partisan intensities depending on their role or who they 
want to be in Washington, DC. Other explanations that have been previously 
proposed are not as important as the reelection and promotion-seeking fac-
tors. Like others, we find a partisan asymmetry, but it explains a much smaller 
slice of partisan intensity. We find little evidence for the cohort hypothesis, 
perhaps because many of these new members flipped marginal seats in the 
previous election, and show that longer-serving members, not new firebrands, 
are more partisan.

More broadly, our results revise the common story that political scientists 
tell about partisanship. Yes, it is partially a home style that lawmakers use to 
burnish their and their party’s images. But it is also a hill style they adopt to 
make themselves attractive candidates for leadership positions. For many law-
makers, becoming more politically influential is the main reason they act as 
dependable partisans. Indeed, two electoral connections are motivating this 
behavior: the one between members and their voters back home and the one 
between members and their copartisans in their chamber who elect them to 
lead the party.

Appendix

(following page)



TABLE 5.6. Determinants of Partisan Intensity, by Chamber

House Models Senate Models

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Seat Safety 0.002*** 0.008*** 0.003** 0.010*
(0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.006)

Majority Party 0.059*** 0.288*** 0.054 0.403**
(0.018) (0.070) (0.034) (0.163)

Majority Party Size −2.971*** −12.030*** −3.342*** −13.809***
(0.285) (1.053) (0.369) (1.620)

President’s Party −0.064*** −0.224*** −0.077*** −0.348***
(0.006) (0.024) (0.012) (0.057)

High-Ranking Party Leader 0.094** 0.263** 0.151** 0.468**
(0.044) (0.109) (0.073) (0.193)

Low-Ranking Party Leader 0.045** 0.161*** 0.038 0.151
(0.021) (0.060) (0.027) (0.117)

Committee Leader 0.067*** 0.203*** −0.016 −0.041
(0.015) (0.045) (0.020) (0.079)

Running for Leadership 0.033*** 0.115*** −0.033 −0.142
  Position (0.010) (0.036) (0.025) (0.098)
Running for Higher Office 0.089*** 0.399*** 0.043 0.222**

(0.028) (0.091) (0.026) (0.090)
Terms Served 0.001 0.002 0.006** 0.020**

(0.001) (0.004) (0.002) (0.009)
Republican 0.019* 0.030 0.000 0.000

(0.010) (0.039) (.) (.)
Ideological Extremity 0.276*** 1.109*** 0.192*** 1.017***

(0.038) (0.143) (0.062) (0.283)
Democrats 2006 0.033 0.120 0.019 0.091

(0.026) (0.084) (0.024) (0.093)
Democrats 2008 0.037 0.147 0.023 0.059

(0.032) (0.111) (0.022) (0.068)
Democrats 2018 −0.057*** −0.210*** −0.102** −0.404

(0.016) (0.067) (0.050) (0.319)
Republicans 1994 −0.025 −0.191 0.019 0.001

(0.029) (0.122) (0.021) (0.086)
Republicans 2010 0.024 0.104* −0.040* −0.210*

(0.016) (0.063) (0.023) (0.116)
Total Tweets 0.020*** 0.033***

(0.005) (0.010)
Constant 1.603*** 4.616*** 1.648*** 5.277***

(0.174) (0.600) (0.225) (0.873)

N 1,263 1,263 303 303
R2 0.38 0.03 0.47 0.03
𝛼 0.18** 0.18**

Note: Models 1 and 3 include our proportional measure of partisan intensity and are OLS regressions with robust 
standard errors clustered by member. Models 2 and 4’s DV is a count of partisan tweets and is a negative binomial 
regression with total tweets as the exposure term and the same cluster robust errors as models 1 and 3. Models 1 and 2 
are subset on House members. Models 3 and 4 are subset on senators.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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SIX

The Negligible Connection Between  

Legislating and Partisan Intensity

The New York congressional Democrats are a pretty partisan group. The sena-
tors represent a reliably blue state, and most of the House members hold safe 
seats. In the 2018 midterms, the median incumbent from the delegation won 
87 percent of the general election vote. Their uncompetitive districts allow 
them to spend years in Congress moving up the party and committee ranks. 
In the 116th Congress (2019–20), a New York Democrat served as the Senate 
minority leader, served as the chair of the House Democratic Caucus, and 
chaired four House committees. The junior senator, Kirsten Gillibrand, ran for 
president, and a freshman, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, received more public 
attention and scrutiny than nearly every other member. Given what we have 
shown is associated with increased partisanship—including seat safety and 
power seeking in Washington, DC—it is not surprising that so many New York 
Democrats display high partisan intensities.

What is surprising is that during the 116th Congress, the third most parti-
san New York Democrat was Paul Tonko, a rank-and-file member who repre-
sents Albany and the surrounding area. A liberal rising through the ranks of the 
Energy and Commerce Committee, Tonko spent the 116th Congress attack-
ing the Trump administration and supporting Joe Biden once he became the 
Democratic nominee for president. Only Chuck Schumer, the Senate minority 
leader, and Hakeem Jeffries, the House Democratic Caucus chair, two mem-
bers with highly visible messaging roles, were more partisan than him.
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Why Tonko developed a partisan demeanor is interesting, but so are the 
potential consequences, or lack thereof, it had on his legislative behavior. A 
common argument is that partisanship is bad for legislating. The main evi-
dence for this claim is that bipartisanship is associated with lawmaking. How-
ever, that finding does not provide a direct answer to this concern. How politi-
cal scientists measure bipartisanship, which we show later in this chapter, is 
a mixture of partisan and ideological factors. Because of this, a largely unad-
dressed question is how partisan behavior seeps into the legislative process 
and whether it affects cooperation on Capitol Hill, voting patterns, and overall 
legislative effectiveness.

For Paul Tonko, his extreme partisan intensity in the 116th Congress seems 
to have had little effect on his relationship with Republicans or his legisla-
tive prowess. During those two years, he introduced 32 bills. Even as a strong 
partisan, he did not focus on writing messaging legislation that tries to make 
a political point. His bills tended toward the small and mundane. His most 
high-profile piece of legislation—a bill to require seat belts in limousines—
garnered the most attention from his colleagues and attracted 98 cosponsors 
from across the ideological spectrum. Early in the legislative process, his ideas 
usually received some bipartisan support, and Tonko avidly signed onto bills 
sponsored by Republicans. On the floor, he was a loyal partisan. He voted with 
his party 99 percent of the time on important votes, as measured by Congres-
sional Quarterly, and rarely supported Donald Trump’s position.

In the end, Tonko’s partisan intensity, and voting for that matter, did not 
have much of an effect on his legislative success. His energy and science pol-
icy ideas, which his main committee assignment has jurisdiction over, were 
positively received in committee, and one of his bills was enacted. His legisla-
tive effectiveness score was above average, even after taking into account his 
majority party status and subcommittee chairmanship. For Tonko, his under-
lying partisanship seemed to play a role in some of his legislative behaviors. His 
hyper-partisan voting record reflects his willingness to support his team. How-
ever, in other ways, it seemed to have little effect. He supported Republican-
sponsored ideas—Tonko is not an ideologue but a partisan team player—and 
his proposals were not shunned by the other party. In the end, Paul Tonko was 
able to successfully navigate the legislative process even as one of the most 
partisan Democrats in one of the most partisan state delegations.

Tonko’s legislative experience in the 116th Congress, and the open ques-
tion of whether his extreme partisan intensity had any effect on his lawmaking 
behavior, highlights a gap in understanding the link between partisanship and 
legislating. Research on political behavior suggests an indirect route—that 
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strong partisans can reduce Congress’s productivity by politicizing an issue to 
the point that other legislators no longer feel they can compromise. Perhaps 
this is what critics mean when they argue that partisanship is bad for lawmak-
ing, and to be fair, in chapter 1 we document evidence that this occurs. How-
ever, we are interested in more direct partisanship effects, namely, whether 
more partisan intensity is associated with being a less successful lawmaker.

In this chapter, we assess these more direct consequences in three ways. 
First, we examine if partisanship is related to cosponsorship patterns. Are 
strong partisans less likely to cosponsor bills introduced by the opposition, 
and are their ideas less likely to receive support from other party lawmak-
ers? Second, we consider how partisanship affects voting patterns, namely, 
whether it is related to support for the party’s or the president’s position. 
Finally, we consider whether partisan intensity is associated with how suc-
cessful a member is at getting their ideas enacted into law and their broader 
legislative effectiveness.

In chapter 2, we argue that partisanship comes with few consequences. 
Our results show that although partisan behavior affects cosponsorship pat-
terns and roll call voting, it does not negatively affect members’ legislative 
productivity. Stronger partisans collaborate less and receive less support from 
across the aisle when bills are proposed. They are also more loyal to the party 
and the president, when he is from their party, when voting. However, par-
tisan intensity is not associated with less legislative success or effectiveness. 
Members are not being penalized for being good team players, at least when 
Congress is deciding which ideas become law.

Does Partisan Intensity Affect Early Game Cooperation?

One early moment in the legislative process when we might observe partisan-
ship affecting lawmaking is in bill cosponsorship patterns. Political scientists 
have extensively studied why members cosponsor one another’s legislation 
and have produced a nuanced explanation of this behavior. Broadly speak-
ing, cosponsorship serves several purposes. It signals agenda setters about 
the measure’s level of support (Kirkland 2011; Koger 2003), is a commitment 
mechanism for future floor votes on the bill (Bernhard and Sulkin 2013), and 
creates a valuable position-taking opportunity (Rocca and Gordon 2010). For 
many members, building a bipartisan cosponsorship coalition is an essential 
step in having their measure seriously considered by committee and party 
leaders (Wiseman, Volden, and Hill 2020).
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Even though legislators cosponsor bills for many reasons, the common 
denominator is some mutual interest in the policy idea. Most commonly, this 
includes ideological similarity between the sponsor and cosponsor as well as 
other reasons, like a shared identity trait or geographic proximity (Bratton 
and Rouse 2011; Craig et al. 2015). These studies rarely consider a member’s 
partisan behavior and instead conceptualize partisanship as a dummy variable 
for party or whether the sponsor and cosponsor are in the same party.

Yet, as we discuss in chapter 2, partisan intensity likely affects the cospon-
sors whom lawmakers’ bills attract. When they introduce bills, strong parti-
sans are more likely to propose ideas that politically help their party and dam-
age the opposition. As good team players, they want to create position-taking 
opportunities that distinguish the parties and make their side look better to 
voters. Generally, political scientists argue legislation of this sort is ideologi-
cally extreme, which in an era of polarization creates partisan cosponsorship 
coalitions (Lee 2016; Egar 2016). In this scenario, ideologues, not partisans, 
should attract fewer cosponsors from across the aisle. However, as we have 
discussed throughout the book, a substantial amount of the bickering between 
Democrats and Republicans either is not ideological or is a combination of 
ideological and partisan (Lee 2009). These sorts of issues are ripe for intensely 
partisan members to offer bills that only attract copartisans and repel the 
opposition.

To assess whether partisan intensity is associated with the cosponsorship 
coalitions a member’s bills attract, we created a Cosponsor Coalition’s Parti-
sanship measure. For every House and Senate bill introduced during the time 
period we analyze, we calculated the cosponsorship coalition’s partisan bal-
ance, which we operationalize as

# of Copartisan Cosponsors  – # of Opposition Cosponsors
Total Cosponsors

A value of 0 indicates perfect partisan balance as the same number of Dem-
ocrats and Republicans sponsored the bill. Increasingly positive values indi-
cate that a greater proportion of copartisans are supporting the measure while 
smaller negative values indicate that more members from the other party have 
signed onto the bill.1 We calculate this in two different ways: first, by including 
all cosponsors, and second, by limiting the calculation to only original cospon-
sors of the bill. This allows us to assess both how partisan the final bill was and 
how partisan the initial cosponsorship coalition was prior to any bandwagon 
effects that attract more legislators to sign onto the measure.2
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Our main independent variables are our measures of partisan inten-
sity.3 Recall that in chapter 3 we measure partisan intensity in two ways: as 
a ratio calculated as the number of partisan tweets divided by a member’s 
total tweets and as the number of partisan posts. For both ways we cap-
ture this concept, we expect a positive relationship between these factors, 
which would indicate that as members become more partisan so do their 
bills’ cosponsorship coalitions. We control for a number of factors com-
monly associated with legislators’ bill cosponsorship decisions. First and 
foremost, we use DW-NOMINATE scores to calculate sponsors’ Ideological 
Extremity as the absolute ideological distance from the chamber median. 
Ideologues propose more extreme bills, which on average are less likely to 
attract members from the other party. We expect this variable to produce a 
positive coefficient. Constituent demand may also affect what sorts of bills 
legislators sponsor. Those representing safe districts may seek more divisive 
position-taking opportunities relative to those in marginal seats. As such, we 
include our Seat Safety measure, which we describe in chapter 3, and expect 
it to have a positive coefficient as well.

Additionally, lawmakers often seek out cosponsorship opportunities for 
bills they think will pass. This allows them to credit claim that they were an 
early supporter of a new law. That being the case, we include five factors com-
monly associated with eventual legislative success, namely, serving in the 
Majority Party, as a Committee Chair, or as a Subcommittee Chair, a member’s 
lagged legislative effectiveness score (Legislative Effectivenesst−1), and their 
number of Terms Served (Volden and Wiseman 2014). We expect all five to 
have a negative coefficient, indicating that bills sponsored by these members 
have less partisan cosponsorship coalitions.4 Finally, we control for potential 
differences between House and Senate cosponsorship coalitions with a Senate 
dummy variable,5 for party differences with a Republican dummy variable, and 
for shifting political environments with Congress fixed effects.

We estimate four models (see table 6.1). Models 1 and 2 include all cospon-
sored bills. The only difference between them is they include our different 
measures of partisan intensity (ratio or count). Models 3 and 4 analyze original 
cosponsors, which only include the members who supported the bill when 
it was introduced, and, again, the only difference is how we operationalize 
partisan intensity.

The results suggest that a member’s partisan behavior affects who is willing 
to support their legislation. In analyses that use our ratio measure of partisan 
intensity, stronger partisans’ bills attract fewer supporters from across the aisle 
and more from their own party. The coefficient when using our count-based 
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measure is positive but falls just short of statistical significance. To conceptual-
ize the magnitude of these effects, we plot the predicted partisan balance of a 
cosponsor coalition in figure 6.1.

The average partisan, whose intensity is 0.28, attracts cosponsorship coali-
tions that lean heavily toward their party (0.66). Compared to this average, 
members with the lowest partisan intensity build cosponsorship coalitions 
that are only three percentage points less partisan. The strongest partisans, 
with the highest scores in our data, attract cosponsorship groups that are six 
percentage points more partisan than the average. When recruiting legislators 
to sign onto a bill as an original cosponsor, the sponsor’s partisan intensity 

TABLE 6.1. Association Between Partisan Intensity and Cosponsor Partisan Balance

All Cosponsors Original Cosponsors

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 0.20** 0.02 0.28** 0.02
(0.06) (0.01) (0.07) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity 0.24** 0.28** 0.38** 0.43**
(0.06) (0.06) (0.08) (0.08)

Seat Safety 0.01* 0.00* 0.01 0.01
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Majority Party 0.07* 0.08* 0.14** 0.15**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

Committee Chair 0.03 0.03 0.06* 0.07*
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

Subcommittee Chair 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Terms Served −0.01 0.00 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.00) (0.01) (0.01)

Legislative Effectivenesst−1 −0.02*
(0.01)

−0.02*
(0.01)

−0.02*
(0.01)

−0.02*
(0.01)

Senate 0.04** 0.03* 0.08** 0.07**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Republican −0.04* −0.03 0.15** 0.15**
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Constant 0.45** 0.38** 0.13** 0.06
(0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.07)

N 881 881 881 881
R2 0.175 0.167 0.178 0.165

Note: Models are OLS regressions with robust standard errors clustered by member and include Congress 
fixed effects. The dependent variable measures the partisan balance of a cosponsorship coalition with larger 
numbers representing a more partisan coalition. Ratio models include our ratio measure of partisan intensity. 
Count models include our logged count measure of partisan intensity.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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matters more. The cosponsorship balance still leans heavily toward coparti-
sans (0.51). However, the weakest partisans’ coalitions are four percentage 
points more balanced than average, and the most partisan members’ coali-
tions are tilted nine percentage points more partisan. Put simply, as legislators 
display more partisan intensity, fewer opposition party members cosponsor 
their bills.

However, a sponsor’s partisanship is not the only factor related to who 
cosponsors a measure. The sponsor’s ideological extremity also plays a role. 
Proposals sponsored by lawmakers with more extreme policy views are also 
associated with more partisan cosponsorship coalitions. This is not particu-
larly surprising, as ideologues offer fewer ideas that appeal to members from 
the opposite end of the ideological spectrum.

In this case, even though a bill sponsor’s partisanship and ideology affect 
who supports their measure, the ideological extremity effect is larger. A shift 
from the least to the most extreme sponsors changes a cosponsorship coali-
tion’s partisan balance a predicted 24 percentage points. When subset on origi-
nal cosponsors, the effect is even larger—a predicted 38 percentage point shift. 
In contrast, as partisan intensity changes from its minimum to its maximum, 

Fig. 6.1. Partisan Balance of Cosponsorship Coalitions
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the cosponsor’s partisan balance only moves at most a predicted 10 percentage 
points. Even so, a sponsor’s partisan intensity is associated with who supports 
their legislation after taking into account ideological extremity. This contrasts 
with the standard reasons members cosponsor legislation. They are assessing 
not just which measures to support based on the policy included but also the 
sponsor’s partisan demeanor. At least early in the legislative process, members 
pay a price in opposition party support for their partisan intensity.

Are Strong Partisans Less Willing to Support Bills Sponsored  
by Opposition Members?

Partisanship might affect legislative cooperation another way. More partisan 
members may be less inclined to cosponsor bills offered by colleagues in the other 
party. This reflects a common concern on Capitol Hill, and through a series of 
analyses, we assess whether partisan talk affects behaviors or can be dismissed as 
mere rhetoric. As we outline in chapter 2, we expect to observe that strong parti-
sans are less bipartisan in their cosponsorship patterns. After all, part of their brand 
is their unwillingness to work with or compromise with the other side.

However, this reluctance to support measures sponsored by the other 
party’s members is not absolute. Sometimes lawmakers, even very partisan 
ones, support the ideas being proposed by those in the other party. Perhaps 
the measure is politically popular or not yet politicized, aligns with their ideo-
logical views, or is targeted toward helping their constituents. Whatever the 
reason, members’ partisanship is likely one factor of many that predict their 
willingness to engage in a bipartisan cosponsorship.

To evaluate if partisan intensity affects which legislation members cospon-
sor, we used the Lugar Center’s Bipartisanship Index scores, which use bill 
cosponsorships to create a measure of bipartisanship. These scores are our 
dependent variable. Our models use the same independent variables from 
table 6.1. Previous studies suggest that the Ideological Extremity coefficient will 
be negative, as ideological extremists are less likely to work across the aisle in 
developing legislation (Bernhard and Sulkin 2013; Harward and Moffett 2010). 
However, we expect that our Partisan Intensity covariate will also have a nega-
tive effect, even after controlling for the ideologues. In figure 6.2 we plot the 
predicted probabilities from our statistical models to assess if partisan intensity 
is associated with a member’s bipartisanship cosponsorship decisions.

As we expect, members with higher partisan intensities are less likely to 
support measures sponsored by those in the other party. The predicted bipar-
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tisanship score for the strongest partisans is in the 25th percentile, while the 
least partisan members’ bipartisanship rates near the 75th percentile. Inter-
estingly, both ideology and partisanship affect this behavior, but in this case, 
ideology’s effect is stronger. The most ideologically extreme lawmaker’s bipar-
tisanship score rates near the 1st percentile, while the chamber median’s is at 
about the 90th. Although ideology has the stronger effect, it is worth empha-
sizing that partisanship still matters in how willing a member is to support an 
idea put forth by someone in the other party. Even after controlling for ideol-
ogy, a legislator’s partisan demeanor substantially affects their willingness to 
act in a bipartisan way and provides initial evidence that their online partisan 
personas are related to their legislative activities.

Does Partisan Intensity Affect How Members Vote?

In addition to affecting cooperation early in the legislative process, partisan-
ship may affect the legislative process on the floor when members vote. The 

Fig. 6.2. Predicted Bipartisanship Score as Partisan Intensity Changes
Note: Predicted values from model 1 in table 6.2 (see chapter appendix).
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basic concern is that the motivation to be a team player prevents lawmakers 
from supporting ideas from the other team that they otherwise might sup-
port on ideological grounds. Consequently, even though a measure is voted on 
that could pass on its merits, political concerns prevent legislators from voting 
for it. This happens most often when parties stick together to score political 
points, by denying the other side a policy win, by not providing bipartisan 
support for an issue as a way to try and signal that the opposition’s idea is 
extreme, or by supporting (opposing) the president’s position no matter what 
(Lee 2016; Gilmour 1995).

Usually, researchers study partisan teamsmanship, which is used to burnish 
their side’s brand among voters, at the collective level or from the perspec-
tive of how party leaders enforce discipline among the rank and file (Kreh-
biel 2000; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2001; Lee 2009; Gelman 2020a). As 
such, political scientists often examine how legislators can be convinced, with 
rewards or punishments, to follow the party line.

Yet, we argue that lawmakers differ in their willingness to support the party 
or the president and that their partisan intensity is an important factor that 
affects this. Stronger partisans want their side to win and want to maintain 
their reputations as good team players. They do not need cajoling to support 
their party’s position on the floor. Weaker partisans are more willing to break 
with their side. They have invested less effort in building a partisan persona 
and instead emphasize other qualities like being a compromiser or an issue 
expert. Although our analysis is of individual members, the aggregate conse-
quences of a more partisan Congress are clear. Having more legislators with 
higher partisan intensities means having a smaller pool of those willing to defy 
the majority of their copartisans and cross party lines on key votes.

We assess whether partisan intensity is associated with roll call voting by 
analyzing lawmakers’ party unity and presidential support scores, both of 
which we collected from Congressional Quarterly. A party unity vote occurs 
when the majority of Democrats oppose a majority of Republicans on the 
floor. This measure is widely used in studies of Congress and, in fact, is often 
how researchers measure partisanship. However, as we discuss in chapter 3, 
these scores are a weak proxy for the concept as they mix together a member’s 
underlying partisan intensity, ideology, and pressure from leadership to sup-
port the party. Presidential support scores reflect how often a member voted 
with the president when the president took a position on the issue at hand.

Although we contend that partisan intensity should affect party unity 
voting and presidential support, other factors, such as ideology, likely affect 
these voting choices. As a first step in assessing these relationships, we plot 
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members’ partisan intensity against their party unity and presidential support 
scores. Notably, in the presidential support plot, we multiply legislators in the 
party opposite the president by −1 to reflect that those with higher intensities 
(more negative scores) should vote with the president less often.

As the scatter plots in figure 6.3 show, legislators with low partisan intensi-
ties act as we would expect. Their party unity scores are lower, and their presi-
dential support scores cluster toward the middle of the graph. Similarly, stron-
ger partisans vote in lockstep with their party and are more or less inclined 
to take the president’s position, depending on if they are in the same party 
as him. That said, partisan intensity does not fully explain lawmakers’ voting 
behaviors. This is most apparent in the party unity scatter plot, which shows 
that a wide range of members vote in near lockstep with their party. Other fac-
tors, such as ideology or the partisan composition of a legislator’s district, may 
also affect these voting patterns. As such, we examine to what extent partisan 
intensity is associated with these legislative behaviors, given other political 
pressures and a member’s ideological orientation.

Next, we examine if partisan intensity predicts lawmakers’ party unity vot-
ing within a regression framework, using the latter as the dependent variable.6 

Fig. 6.3. Party Unity and Presidential Support Scores, 2015–20
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Our main independent variable of interest is our measure of partisan intensity, 
which we expect to produce a positive effect. Previous research shows that 
ideological moderates and extremists vote less often with their party (Kirkland 
and Slapin 2017; Minozzi and Volden 2013). As such, we use first-dimension 
DW-NOMINATE scores to calculate a member’s Absolute Ideological Distance 
from the Party Median and expect this variable to be negative. We also control 
for a legislator’s District Partisanship, which is the two-party vote share that 
the presidential candidate from the legislator’s party received in the previ-
ous election (Carson et al. 2010; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002), and 
we expect it will have a positive coefficient. Additionally, we include control 
variables for Party Leaders, for Committee Leaders, for those in the Republican 
Party, for those in the Senate, and for Terms Served in Congress and account 
for shifting political environments by including Congress fixed effects.

Our results, included in tables 6.7 and 6.8 in this chapter’s appendix, show 
that both partisan intensity and ideology affect a member’s party unity score. 
As figure 6.4 shows, the most partisan legislators vote, on average, with their 
party almost always, while the least partisan only do so about 93 percent of 
the time. This 6 percent difference, while statistically significant, is smaller 
than ideology’s effect. Compared to an ideologically average party member, 
the most moderate or extreme lawmakers vote with the party 12 percent less 
often. Put differently, while partisanship increases how often a member votes 
with the party, their ideological placement in the party is doubly important.

Next, we assess whether partisanship affects voting with or against the 
president. Figure 6.3 shows a clear and unsurprising partisan divide in presi-
dential support. Recall that we unfold our intensity measure so those in the 
president’s party have positive values and those in the party opposite the presi-
dent have negative values. As we would expect in contemporary US politics, 
lawmakers in the president’s party almost always support him more than those 
on the opposing side. However, what happens after we control for party? What 
else affects presidential support? Is it partisan intensity, ideology, or another 
factor? In chapter 2, we argue that partisan considerations matter a great deal 
in determining how much a member supports the president. As the predomi-
nate political figure in Washington, DC, he provides a near constant, and fairly 
easy, target for political point scoring.

To answer these questions, we specify a statistical model where a member’s 
presidential support score is the dependent variable. Our unfolded partisan 
intensity measure, where those in the party opposite the president have their 
score multiplied by −1, is our main independent variable. We expect it to be 
positively associated with presidential support. We followed a similar proce-



2RPP

	 The Connection Between Legislating and Partisan Intensity	 127

dure in transforming our District Partisanship variable. Members holding the 
safest seats in the president’s party have the highest scores, and vice versa for 
those in the opposition. Using Bonica’s (2014) CFscores, we control for the 
Ideological Distance from the President.7 We include the same control variables 
as above with some modifications. We split the leadership variables in two and 
control for party and committee leadership in the president’s and the opposi-
tion’s parties. Additionally, we include a President’s Party dummy instead of 
the Republican and majority party variables. Finally, we include Senate, terms 
served, and congressional term controls.8 We estimate the model using an OLS 
regression with robust standard errors.

The results produce two notable results. First, and in line with what we 
see in figure 6.3, being in the president’s party is associated with, on average, a 
52-percentage-point increase in presidential support. Second, our ratio mea-
sure of partisan intensity, which assesses the effect of how much social media 
rhetoric a legislator devotes to partisanship, is strongly associated with their 
presidential support score. The partisanship measure that uses the log number 
of partisan tweets is not. Yet, as figure 6.5 shows, the most intense partisans in 

Fig. 6.4. Predicted Party Unity Voting as Partisan Intensity and Ideology Change
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the president’s party, measured with our ratio variable, support him about 11 
percent more often than the least partisan legislators in the president’s party. 
In contrast, those whose ideology is identical to that of the president vote with 
him about 4 percent more often than those in his party whose views are most 
different. In other words, we have some evidence that partisan intensity, after 
controlling for a legislator’s party, is associated with change in presidential 
support that is three times larger than ideology’s effect.

Are Strong Partisans Less Effective Lawmakers?

To this point, we have shown that partisan intensity is associated with legisla-
tors’ cosponsorship behavior and their voting. The bigger question is whether 
it affects their legislative effectiveness. In chapter 2, we proposed two pos-
sible reasons for how partisanship may affect lawmaking success. First, it 
may change which sorts of bills a member proposes. Strong partisans, who 

Fig. 6.5. Predicted Presidential Support as Partisan Intensity and Ideology 
Change
Note: Predicted values from model 1 in table 6.8 (see chapter appendix).
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are motivated by supporting their party and embarrassing the other side, 
may offer measures whose purpose is to score political points, not make new 
policy. These messaging bills are fairly common and often include explicitly 
partisan issues (Gelman 2020a; Lee 2009, 2016). If more partisan members are 
more likely to introduce ideas that are not intended to become law, then they 
should be less legislatively effective.

A second possibility is reputational. Members from the opposite party 
may be less inclined to support ideas proposed by the partisans who regularly 
bicker with them. While this sort of shunning is interesting to think about, as 
we discuss in chapter 2, there is little to no evidence it happens. In fact, law-
makers suggest the opposite occurs (Wiseman, Volden, and Hill 2020; Wise-
man and Neguse 2021), where they actively seek partners from across the aisle 
looking for common ground with whomever they can collaborate.

Rather than searching for reasons why strong partisans might be less 
effective at legislating, we argue that partisanship has no effect on a mem-
ber’s lawmaking prowess. Recall that our argument is twofold. First, many 
of the same promotion-seeking factors associated with partisanship are 
also related to being a successful lawmaker. Institutional power, which 
requires being a good team player, is strongly related to legislative effec-
tiveness (Lewallen 2020; Volden and Wiseman 2014). Yet, even when we 
disentangle partisanship from other promotion-seeking consequences, 
like leading a committee, we do not expect these factors to be related. 
Lawmaking is about building a coalition around shared interests, which 
usually includes working across the aisle. Even though it is easy to focus 
on members’ hyper-partisan demeanors, in reality, it only makes up part 
of their behavior. Rather, they spend significant effort developing policy 
ideas they hope will not be politicized and can be enacted. These range 
from big, headline-grabbing proposals to small, local issues (Russell 
2021b; Grimmer 2013). Regardless of the topic, they regularly search for 
reliable partners in the other party that can lend bipartisan credibility to 
their ideas (Wiseman, Volden, and Hill 2020). Thus, even as members try 
to politicize some issues, score political points, and become more politi-
cally influential, they also work to achieve their other goal of passing good 
public policy. Our contention is that these different goal-seeking behav-
iors, promotion through partisanship and enacting policy ideas, are largely 
compartmentalized and do not affect one another.

The first test of our claim that partisanship does not affect lawmaking uses 
Volden and Wiseman’s (2014) legislative effectiveness scores. Their approach 
measures how successful members are at moving their proposals through the 



130	 Posting for Power

2RPP

legislative process. Members get credit not just for getting an idea enacted but 
also for improving its prospects in the future by moving it through Congress.

Statistically, our argument that partisan intensity is not associated with 
lawmaking prowess means we expect to find null results. Yet, such a finding 
might arise for a number of reasons, including the variables in our statistical 
models and other mediating factors. That being the case, we begin by estimat-
ing baseline models, and from there, we explore different specifications to 
evaluate our results’ robustness.

We begin by replicating Volden and Wiseman’s (2014) main analysis that 
assesses what factors are correlated with their legislative effectiveness scores. 
Their original model includes variables unique to the House and excludes sen-
ators. We specify a second model that removes the House-specific factors and 
includes a control for serving in the Senate. For each model, the replication 
and the one that includes senators, we estimate them using both our ratio and 
count measures of partisan intensity, resulting in four sets of results. The mod-
els in table 6.2 are OLS regressions and are calculated with robust standard 
errors clustered by member.

We do not find support for partisan intensity being negatively associated 
with legislative effectiveness. This is best seen in figure 6.6, where we plot 
the predicted legislative effectiveness scores as a member’s partisan intensity 
changes produced by the models in table 6.2. If partisanship should dimin-
ish a lawmaker’s legislative prowess, the lines should be negatively sloped. 
However, as the figure shows, this is not the case. Instead, all four graphs have 
positive slopes, although only the effects in models 2 and 4 are statistically sig-
nificant. In other words, we find evidence that partisan intensity has no effect 
on legislative effectiveness, as we expect, or that more partisan members are 
actually more legislatively effective!

Of course, these results might be driven by other factors. One possibil-
ity is that partisan intensity’s effect is being mediated by other variables in 
the model. As we show earlier in the book, party and committee leaders dis-
play more partisanship for promotion-seeking reasons. Volden and Wiseman 
(2014) show that these positions are also related to legislative effectiveness. 
There is a similar issue with including measures of seat safety. As a result, hav-
ing variables that predict both partisan intensity and legislative effectiveness 
in the model may mediate any association between those variables.

We address this issue in two ways. First, we estimate models that exclude 
the potential mediators, namely, the leadership and vote share variables. Sec-
ond, we subset our data to only include legislators in similar political situa-
tions. We evaluate the effect of partisan intensity on freshmen and sophomore 



TABLE 6.2. Association Between Partisan Intensity and Legislative Effectiveness 
Scores

V&W Replication Both Chambers

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 0.26 0.07** 0.42 0.09**
(0.25) (0.03) (0.23) (0.02)

Ideological Extremity −0.71** −0.73** −0.49* −0.49*
(0.24) (0.22) (0.21) (0.20)

Legislative 
Effectivenesst−1

0.39**
(0.05)

0.39**
(0.05)

0.46**
(0.04)

0.47**
(0.04)

State Legislative 
Experience

−0.06
(0.09)

−0.06
(0.09)

−0.05
(0.08)

−0.04
(0.08)

State Legislative Exp. × 
Legislative Prof.

0.21
(0.27)

0.18
(0.27)

0.18
(0.24)

0.19
(0.23)

Majority Party 0.36* 0.36** 0.60** 0.61**
(0.14) (0.14) (0.13) (0.13)

Speaker −1.18** −1.23**
(0.23) (0.23)

Majority Leader 0.08 0.03 −0.27 −0.30
(0.20) (0.21) (0.34) (0.33)

Minority Leader −0.07 −0.08 −0.40** −0.43**
(0.13) (0.14) (0.12) (0.11)

Committee Chair 1.44** 1.43** 0.03 0.02
(0.27) (0.27) (0.10) (0.09)

Subcommittee Chair 0.14 0.13 −0.11 −0.11
(0.11) (0.11) (0.09) (0.09)

Terms Served 0.03** 0.03** 0.03** 0.03**
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Vote Share −0.02 −0.03 −0.03 −0.03
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Vote Share2 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Female 0.23** 0.19* 0.22** 0.18*
(0.09) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08)

African American 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.14
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

Latino −0.02 −0.04 0.03 0.01
(0.09) (0.09) (0.11) (0.10)

Delegation Size −0.00 −0.00
(0.00) (0.00)

Power Committee −0.27** −0.26**
(0.07) (0.07)

Senate 0.01 −0.06
(0.08) (0.08)

Constant 1.40 1.26 1.27 0.96
(0.93) (0.92) (0.73) (0.73)

N 697 697 887 887
R2 0.485 0.490 0.357 0.364

Note: Models are OLS regressions with robust standard errors clustered by member. The DV is Volden and 
Wiseman’s legislative effectiveness scores. Ratio models include our ratio measure of partisan intensity. Count 
models include our logged count measure of partisan intensity.
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legislators separately. Freshmen are unique in that they very rarely hold party 
or committee leadership positions, so those factors are not mediating the rela-
tionship between partisanship and effectiveness. Having never won reelection, 
they may be especially focused on winning their next race and not legislating. 
Similarly, sophomores rarely hold leadership roles, but we can also control for 
their partisan reputation from the previous term to assess if members are being 
punished by the opposition for their previous partisan behavior. We might 
observe that sophomores, whose reputations for legislative effectiveness and 
partisanship we control for, see a reduction in their lawmaking abilities based 
on their current or previous partisan intensity.

Additionally, in another model, we subset the data on committee chairs. 
Instead of looking for situations where members do not hold institutional 
power, we study those with similar amounts of power. This way, we can assess 
if differences in partisan intensity among members who have been successfully 
promoted to power roles, and who share similar advantages that go with it, 
affect their effectiveness.

We also consider other situations where partisan intensity might matter. 
In particular, it is possible majority parties might be more inclined to reward 
the strong partisans in their party while punishing those in the opposition. 
We are skeptical this happens, but if it does, we should see partisanship reduc-
ing effectiveness in models that only include minority party lawmakers and 
increasing it in models subset on the majority party.9

In table 6.3, we present the coefficients and p-values for our partisan inten-
sity measures from these different specifications. Negative values indicate that 
members are less effective lawmakers as their partisan intensity increases. 
Positive values indicate that stronger partisans are, on average, more effective 
at lawmaking.

In line with our expectations, in most models, partisan intensity is not asso-
ciated with a member’s legislative effectiveness score. The only exception is 
when we exclude the leadership and vote share mediators. After doing so, our 
results suggest that stronger partisans are better at legislating, not penalized 
for their behavior. The common theme across all of these statistical models is 
that members’ lawmaking prowess is not negatively affected by their partisan 
behavior. Although we have some evidence that partisanship might increase 
it, our most consistent finding is that these factors are not strongly correlated.

As a final robustness check, we consider whether including certain vari-
ables are driving these null results. In fact, in a bivariate regression model, par-
tisan intensity is negative and statistically significant. This raises the question 
of how sensitive our results are to specific modeling approaches. Fortunately, 
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the answer is simple. Once we include a measure of ideological extremity, the 
absolute ideological distance from the party median, the partisanship effect 
disappears or becomes positive.

Throughout the book, we have expressed skepticism that measures of ide-
ology, based on scores like DW-NOMINATE, are only capturing members’ 
views on the issues. Others have shown that these variables include some 
aspect of partisan team play (Aldrich, Montgomery, and Sparks 2014; Lee 
2009). Even so, as we show in chapter 3 and earlier in this chapter, partisan 
intensity and ideological extremity are weakly correlated and, to different 
degrees, are associated with different legislative behaviors. For instance, as 
we show above, voting with the president is a predominately partisan exercise, 
while voting with the party is a mix of partisan and ideological considerations. 
In this case, and in line with other recent studies (Volden and Wiseman 2014; 
Casas, Denny, and Wilkerson 2020), ideological extremism reduces legisla-
tive effectiveness. We find partisan intensity has no negative relationship with 
lawmaking prowess.

Are Strong Partisans Less Effective  
at Getting Their Policy Ideas Enacted?

Legislative effectiveness scores measure how successful members are at 
moving their ideas through the legislative process. While this is a useful mea-
surement, it is important to consider an even simpler question: Are strong 
partisans worse at getting their policy ideas enacted? This question means 
measuring legislative success independent of other aspects captured in the 
legislative effectiveness scores, like a bill receiving committee consideration.

Assessing this question is not so simple. Researchers have shown that in 

TABLE 6.3. Effect of Partisan Intensity on Legislative Effectiveness in Different 
Specifications

Partisan Intensity (Ratio) Partisan Intensity (Count)

Model Coefficient p-value Coefficient p-value

No mediators 0.41 0.08 0.08 0.01
Only freshmen 0.01 0.98 0.04 0.53
Only sophomores 0.19 0.79 0.15 0.29
Only committee chairs 0.37 0.69 0.64 0.53
Only minority party 0.21 0.37 0.04 0.26
Only majority party −0.16 0.40 0.04 0.04
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the contemporary Congress, bills are fungible units that are split, recombined, 
and usually omnibused into previously unrecognizable forms (Casas, Denny, 
and Wilkerson 2020). As such, we cannot simply measure if a bill is enacted. 
Doing so would include significant measurement error. Instead, we assess if a 
member’s policy idea becomes law. This more nuanced dichotomous measure, 
which is coded as 1 if a legislative section introduced by a member is enacted in 
any subsequent bill during that congressional term and as 0 otherwise. In ana-
lyzing sections, not bills, we follow recent work that tracks policy ideas, not 
combinations of them bundled into legislation (Wilkerson, Smith, and Stramp 
2015). This allows us to more carefully track which measures, proposed by 
which members, are enacted in the more opaque, unorthodox process that 
defines the contemporary legislative process (Sinclair 2016).

We provide technical details in the appendix to this chapter, but to do this, 
we use a decision tree algorithm and training data created by Gelman (2024) 
for determining if a section was enacted. The basic process is as follows. We 
split each introduced bill into its separate sections and, for each section, fol-
lowed a standard procedure in cleaning the text. This includes removing stop 
words (e.g., “the” or “whereas”) and non-legislative text such as the table 
of contents, tokenizing the text, and removing boilerplate sections that are 
included as standard practice in numerous bills (e.g., effective date sections). 
Next, we calculate a number of measures that compare how similar two sec-
tions are. These include the percentage of five-word phrases (5-grams) that 
are in section A and are also in section B (and vice versa), the percentage of 
two-word phrases (2-grams) that are in the first 100 characters of section A 
that are also in section B (and vice versa),10 and finding the longest block of 
identical text in both sections and measuring what percentage of each section 
it makes up. We use Gelman’s nearly 5,000 hand-coded training set of section 
dyads and his decision tree algorithm to identify whether two policy ideas are 
the same or not.

The decision tree predicts if an introduced section was enacted or not in 
that congressional term by comparing the text of introduced and enacted sec-
tions. Once the decision tree matches an enacted section to introduced sec-
tions with the same policy idea, we identify the earliest introduced version to 
determine which member first proposed the idea. Thus, for each section intro-
duced in a bill, we track the sponsor and whether it was enacted in any legisla-
tion during that term. This dichotomous measure, 1 if a section is enacted or 0 
if not, is our dependent variable.

We specify two statistical models to evaluate if partisan intensity is associ-
ated with members getting their policy ideas enacted. First, we use the same 
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independent variables from model 2 outlined in table 6.2, which adopts Volden 
and Wiseman’s (V&W) approach to analyzing legislative effectiveness. How-
ever, since their modeling decisions are based on evaluating how bills move 
through Congress, we use a second model that uses the covariates we have 
used throughout our analysis to assess how institutional roles, ideology, and 
partisanship affect whether a section is enacted or not (Gelman & Wilson’s 
[G&W] approach). We summarize the different specifications in table 6.4.

These models include a few noteworthy features. First, we control for a 
section’s complexity by including the natural log of its length.11 Second, we 
include congressional dummy variables to account for changing political envi-
ronments, like divided government, that affect the likelihood a policy idea 
becomes law. Third, even as aggregated units of policy ideas, bills have differ-
ent baseline probabilities for enactment. To address this, we include random 
bill effects for specifications in both models 1 and 2.

Again, our main independent variables are our partisan intensity measures. 
If partisanship reduces a member’s legislative success, this covariate should 
have a negative coefficient. For reasons we have previously discussed, we are 
skeptical of such a penalty. Rather, we expect other factors related to law-
making ability to matter more, like holding positions of institutional power 
or being an ideological centrist. We test these possibilities with a linear prob-
ability model and report the full results in tables 6.10 and 6.11 in the chapter’s 
appendix.

Figure 6.7 plots the predicted probability a section is enacted as a legisla-
tor’s partisan intensity changes. Partisan intensity in models 2 and 4, which use 
our logged count measure, has negative coefficients and is significant in model 
2 (but not model 4). Substantively, those results predict that the least parti-

TABLE 6.4. Independent Variables Included in Enacted Policy Idea Models

 Independent Variables

Specification 1 (V&W) Partisan Intensity, Lagged Legislative Effectiveness, Ideological 
Distance from Chamber Median, Seniority, State Legislative 
Experience, State Legislative Experience × Legislative 
Professionalism, Majority Party, Majority Party Leadership, Minority 
Party Leadership, Committee Chair, Subcommittee Chair, Female, 
African American, Latino, Vote Share, Vote Share2, ln(Section 
Length), 115th Congress, 116th Congress

Specification 2 (G&W) Partisan Intensity, Ideological Distance from Chamber Median, Seat 
Safety, Majority Party, Party Leader, Committee Chair, Committee 
Ranking Member, Subcommittee Chair, Terms Served, Republican, 
Senate, ln(Section Length), 115th Congress, 116th Congress
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san legislators have their policy ideas enacted, on average, 5.5 percent more 
often than the strongest partisans. This provides some evidence that partisan 
behavior might be a detriment to legislating; however, our other models sug-
gest there is no penalty.

Following our same approach as before, we examine whether legislators 
who are in similar political situations but whose partisan intensity differs are 
more successful at getting their policy ideas enacted. We also consider whether 
mediating variables like seat safety or holding leadership roles are affecting our 
results. To do so, we run the same wide range of statistical models—without 
mediators, with only freshmen, sophomores, committee chairs, minority 
party members, and majority party members—and in table 6.5, we report 
whether the partisan intensity variable is negative and statistically significant 
(p < 0.05). A checkmark indicates it is, which would suggest that those who 
act more partisan are less successful in having their ideas enacted. An X means 
we do not find a negative, statistically significant relationship.

Only one modeling approach, using the V&W covariates and our count 
version of partisan intensity, produces results that suggest a lawmaking pen-
alty. The bulk of the evidence indicates that members are just as likely to have 
their policy ideas enacted regardless of their partisan behavior. We also con-
sidered whether these null results are because of the specific set of variables 
we included. Just like in our analysis of legislative effectiveness, specifications 
that exclude ideological extremity variables produce negative, statistically 
significant coefficients. When we control for ideology, and with the excep-
tion of model 2, the partisan intensity covariate consistently loses its statistical 
significance. In this case, and mirroring our legislative effectiveness findings, 
ideology rather than partisanship predominates in determining who is more or 
less legislatively successful. This is consistent with research that examines the 
important role of lawmakers’ policy views when legislating and that concludes 
they are not penalized for acting as good team players when developing and 
advancing their policy proposals.

TABLE 6.5. Tracking If Partisan Intensity Is Negative and Statistically Significant

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

No mediators X ✓ X X
Only freshmen X X X X
Only sophomores X X X X
Only committee chairs X ✓ X X
Only minority party X ✓ X X
Only majority party X X X X
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Conclusion

In this chapter, we test a key claim of our argument: that members do not 
incur a legislative penalty for their partisan intensity. Our results indicate that 
the worst outcome for a strong partisan is that their legislation attracts fewer 
cosponsors from the other party. We find no consistent evidence that it affects 
their ability to legislate. Although other researchers note that bipartisan col-
laboration can help members get their ideas enacted, we do not find that par-
tisan intensity affects their legislative effectiveness or ability to get their policy 
proposals passed into law. We are quick to note that our empirical approach 
is quite direct in this chapter and that the relationship between cosponsor-
ship, partisanship, and lawmaking may be more complex (Harbridge 2015; 
Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and Wiseman 2023). What is not as nuanced is where 
partisanship has its strongest effect: on the floor. It is closely associated with 
voting with or against the president and the party’s position.

To be clear, we are not claiming that partisanship does not matter in the 
legislative process. In fact, recent research by Curry and Roberts (forthcom-
ing) shows that extreme partisan moments can reduce a member’s legislative 
effectiveness. Moreover, when the president or a party politicizes an issue, 
it matters a great deal. In the case of presidential position taking, if they are 
copartisans with the president, strong partisans will almost always support 
the White House’s position even if they disagree with the ideological content. 
The opposite is true when members are in the other party. Normatively, this is 
a very troubling finding, as it suggests that those with high partisan intensities 
in the president’s party, who gained their roles by being reliable team players, 
will rarely, if ever, hold the administration accountable. Similarly, those in 
the opposite party are very unlikely to work with the president, even when 
doing so advances the legislators’ policy goals or responds to an emergency. 
To a lesser degree, we see a similar pattern when members must decide to 
toe the party line or not. Partisanship, independent of ideology, affects this 
decision-making and, for many legislators, pushes them toward their side and 
away from compromise.

Indeed, the consequences of a more partisan Congress are not that mem-
bers become less effective at legislating. It is that it is more difficult to get 
enough people to vote yes on the House and Senate floor when issues become 
politicized. Recognizing this, Congress, in reworking the legislative process 
to emphasize large, omnibus bills that are difficult to politicize, provides a 
rational response to an institution filled with hyper-partisan members who 
also happen to be the most influential legislators. By forcing many policy ideas 
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into a single measure, it allows otherwise strong partisans opportunities to 
legislate and prevents them from scoring political points by torpedoing indi-
vidual components.

More broadly, these results show one reason why partisanship prolifer-
ates. The institution, instead of responding by punishing those who politi-
cize issues, adapts how it enacts policy in ways that allow strong partisans to 
go about their business without consequence. This allows members to pur-
sue their promotion-seeking and policymaking goals without any trade-off 
between the two.

Appendix

(following page)



TABLE 6.6. Likelihood Partisans Engage in Bipartisan Cosponsorships

(1) (2)
 Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity −1.31** −0.06*
(0.20) (0.02)

Ideological Extremity −2.37** −2.68**
(0.28) (0.28)

Seat Safety −0.02** −0.02**
(0.00) (0.00)

Majority Party −0.98** −1.05**
(0.14) (0.15)

Committee Chair −0.19* −0.25**
(0.09) (0.09)

Subcommittee Chair 0.09 0.09
(0.06) (0.06)

Terms Served −0.00 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Legislative Effectivenesst−1 0.21** 0.20**
(0.03) (0.03)

Senate 0.14 0.18*
(0.08) (0.08)

Republican 0.02 0.05
(0.06) (0.07)

Constant 1.82** 1.99**
(0.19) (0.23)

N 875 875
R2 0.490 0.464

Note: Models are OLS regressions with robust standard errors clustered by member and include 
Congress fixed effects. The dependent variable is the Lugar Center’s measure of bipartisanship, which 
is based on how often a member cosponsors a bill offered by a member from the other party.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.



TABLE 6.7. Partisanship’s Effect on Party Unity Voting

(1) (2)
 Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 5.51** 0.42**
(0.62) (0.09)

Absolute Ideological Distance from the Party Median −24.40** −24.71**
(1.52) (1.54)

Seat Safety 0.25** 0.26**
(0.01) (0.01)

Party Leader 0.57 1.05
(0.58) (0.58)

Committee Leader 0.79** 0.99**
(0.30) (0.30)

Republican 0.10 0.19
(0.21) (0.23)

Terms Served −0.15** −0.13**
(0.02) (0.02)

Senate −0.99** −1.31**
(0.31) (0.31)

115th Congress −0.19 −0.01
(0.22) (0.22)

116th Congress 0.75** 0.82**
(0.24) (0.25)

Constant 93.70** 92.74**
(0.29) (0.50)

N 3,524 3,520
R2 0.312 0.305

Note: Dependent variable is CQ’s annually calculated party unity score. Models are OLS regressions with 
robust standard errors.
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TABLE 6.8. Partisanship’s Effect on Presidential Support

(1) (2)
 Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 12.12** −0.38*
(1.34) (0.17)

Ideological Distance from the President −3.17** −4.70**
(0.86) (0.88)

District Partisanship 0.35** 0.42**
(0.02) (0.02)

President’s Party 51.81** 57.77**
(2.03) (2.45)

Party Leader—President’s Party −3.83* 0.00
(1.49) (1.43)

Party Leader—Opposition Party 5.03 2.60
(2.76) (2.81)

Committee Leader—President’s Party −3.44** −2.71**
(0.71) (0.71)

Committee Leader—Opposition Party 4.32** 3.61**
(0.96) (0.99)

Terms Served 0.13** 0.08
(0.05) (0.05)

Senate 16.14** 15.69**
(0.60) (0.60)

115th Congress 7.34** 6.34**
(0.51) (0.54)

116th Congress −1.08* −1.35**
(0.43) (0.45)

Constant 28.27** 27.62**
(2.03) (2.10)

N 3,504 3,500
R2 0.918 0.916

Note: Dependent variable is CQ’s annually calculated presidential support score. Models are 
OLS regressions with robust standard errors.
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TABLE 6.10. Partisanship’s Effect on Probability Bill Section Is Enacted 
(Volden & Wiseman Approach)

(1) (2)
 Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity −0.01 −0.01**
(0.01) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity −0.12** −0.11**
(0.01) (0.01)

Legislative Effectivenesst−1 0.01** 0.01**
(0.01) (0.01)

State Legislative Experience 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

State Legislative Exp. × Legislative Prof. −0.02 −0.02
(0.02) (0.02)

Majority Party −0.03** −0.03**
(0.01) (0.01)

Minority Party Leader −0.01 0.01
(0.02) (0.02)

Majority Party Leader 0.12** 0.12**
(0.03) (0.03)

Committee Chair 0.03** 0.03**
(0.01) (0.01)

Subcommittee Chair 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Terms Served −0.01** −0.01**
(0.01) (0.01)

Vote Share −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Vote Share2 0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Female −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

African American 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Latino −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Senate 0.02** 0.03**
(0.00) (0.00)

Section Length −0.01** −0.01**
(0.01) (0.01)

Constant 0.21** 0.22**
(0.04) (0.04)

N 84,916 84,916
R2 0.10 0.10

Note: Models are OLS regressions with bill-level random effects and congressional term 
dummies. The dependent variable is coded as 1 if a bill section is enacted and 0 otherwise.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 6.11. Partisanship’s Effect on Probability Bill 
Section Is Enacted (Gelman & Wilson Approach)

(1) (2)
 Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity −0.12** −0.12**
(0.01) (0.01)

Seat Safety −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Majority Party −0.02* −0.02
(0.01) (0.01)

Party Leader 0.05** 0.05**
(0.01) (0.01)

Committee Leader 0.02** 0.02**
(0.01) (0.01)

Subcommittee Chair −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Terms Served −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01)

Republican 0.02** 0.02**
(0.01) (0.01)

Senate 0.02** 0.02**
(0.01) (0.01)

Section Length −0.01** −0.01**
(0.01) (0.01)

Constant 0.19** 0.21**
(0.01) (0.01)

N 85,610 85,610
R2 0.09 0.09

Note: Models are OLS regressions with bill-level random effects and con-
gressional term dummies. The dependent variable is coded as 1 if a bill sec-
tion is enacted and 0 otherwise.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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Decision Tree Information

We use data coded and collected by Gelman (2024), where he tracks whether 
an introduced legislative section is enacted in a congressional term. This 
approach allows us to determine whether a policy idea, conceptualized as a 
section, becomes law even if the original bill it is proposed in is not enacted. 
This reflects that, as Gelman (2024, 776) notes, the long-standing approach of 
treating discrete bills as policy ideas is flawed. Bills are best conceived as “fun-
gible amalgamations of numerous policy ideas that are combined, broken up, 
and reassembled into politically palatable combinations that can be enacted. 
Usually, this restructuring occurs at the section level, meaning they can be 
used as a more consistent conceptualization of a policy idea.”

He uses a decision tree classification model to match bill sections. Although 
we use the same training data and classifier that he explains in his article, we 
briefly outline how this process is implemented. First, Gelman and a research 
assistant coded 5,000 section pairs to determine whether policy ideas were 
the same or not. The goal of hand coding the training set was to determine if 
two sections contained the same policy idea. Except when the text is identical, 
evaluating this requires some judgment. That being the case, he developed the 
following coding rules. First, sections were matched as containing the same 
policy proposal if (1) both proposed making the same policy change and (2) 
any differences did not change the main policy goal being proposed. For exam-
ple, a section might contain 80 percent of the same language with the remain-
ing 20 percent difference arising because section A did not include an effective 
date clause while section B did. In this situation, the policy idea is the same so 
sections A and B are matched. Differences that did not prevent two sections 
from being matched as containing the same idea included the following:

	 1.	 Minor differences in the text, such as different effective dates or 
“authorization of appropriations” clauses (see below for an excep-
tion). Other instances include reporting requirements, different 
dates for when a program must begin or end, its duration, or 
additional requirements to be added in a report (or considerations 
in producing a report on the same topic)

	 2.	 Different agencies or bureaucrats being instructed to implement 
the program, for example, if section A requires the secretary of 
defense to create a program but section B requires the secretary of 
the army to do so.

	 3.	 Minor differences in program requirements (e.g., section A has 
four requirements, and section B has six).
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However, some differences in language prevented sections from being 
matched as containing the same policy ideas. These included the following:

	 1.	 Similar language but change different parts of the US Code or 
accomplish something different. For instance, language that allows 
for oil drilling in Alaska in section A and oil drilling in the Gulf 
Coast in section B or requiring a bureaucrat to establish different 
programs but using similar language.

	 2.	 Embedded sections where section A is fully included in section B, 
which also includes another policy provision.

	 3.	 The only policy in the section is authorizing appropriations or 
specifying a certain percentage of something. Examples include 
a section that only authorizes funds for the armed services but 
includes different dollar amounts for the army, navy, and air 
force or a proposed tax rate, one at 15 percent and another at 25 
percent.12

Using this initial hand-coded sample, Gelman (2024, 777) created a number 
of similarity statistics that compared shared language in each section. These 
similarity statistics are as follows:

•	 Shared 5-grams: The proportion of n-grams that are shared in sec-
tion A and section B.

•	 Shared 2-grams in Section Heading: The proportion of n-grams that 
are shared in the first 100 characters of section A and section B.

•	 Percentage of Longest Block Length: Identifies the longest block of 
identical text shared between each section and calculates the per-
centage of the section that block length makes up (e.g., a 90-gram 
block of common text in a 100-word section equals 0.9).

•	 Number of Blocks: A count of the shared 5-grams between each 
section.

Before running the decision tree model, each section was preprocessed by 
broadly following the steps outlined by Casas, Denny, and Wilkerson (2020). 
After scraping each bill text, nonpolicy language is removed that relates from 
each bill including the table of contents, the procedural head and tail, and a 
common bill introductory phrase (“Be it enacted by the Senate and House 
of Representatives of the United States of America in Congress assembled”). 
After splitting the bill into its respective sections, procedural words as defined 
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by Casas, Denny, and Wilkerson (2020) are removed, as are common stop 
words. Dollar amounts and percentages are retained.

Finally, boilerplate sections that do not create or change a policy, such 
as sections that specify the policy’s effective date, authorize appropriations, 
define terms, or present Congress’s findings, are removed from the dataset. 
To do so, Gelman created a list of the first 100 characters from each section, 
which includes the section title, and coded whether it is a boilerplate section 
that includes common supplemental information that is not directly changing 
policy.

Matching Sections Using a Decision Tree

These statistics constitute the variables used in a classification decision tree 
that predicts whether two sections contain the same policy idea. To make 
these predictions, the decision tree splits each feature (i.e., similarity statistic) 
by minimizing its Gini index and classifies two sections as containing the same 
policy idea based on the predictions generated by how a pairwise comparison 
of sections moves down the tree. The decision tree is useful as a computa-
tionally cheap algorithm but can be prone to overfitting or misclassifying data 
based on specific quirks to the training set. That being the case, the tree’s maxi-
mum depth and minimum sample for each leaf were set at 5.13

To test the decision tree’s effectiveness, Gelman randomly selected 25 per-
cent of the hand-coded data and used them as an out-of-sample test. He then 
trained the algorithm on the other 75 percent of the section comparisons in 
order to classify them as containing the same policy idea or not, utilizing the 
decision tree classifier. It performs well, accurately classifying 95 percent of 
the out-of-sample test tweets, with 98.3 percent precision and 98.2 percent 
recall.

TABLE 6.14. Decision Tree Performance Metrics

Hand-Coded

 Same Policy Different Accuracy: 95.0%

Model Prediction Same Policy 348 16 Precision: 98.3%
Different 15 865 Recall: 98.2%
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SEVEN

A Very Affordable Consequence

Estimating Partisanship’s Electoral Penalty

To this point, we have shown that members calibrate their partisan intensi-
ties to both win reelection and become more politically influential. Their seat 
safety, concerns over their party’s collective brand, and personal ambitions all 
combine to produce their partisan style. When evaluated with other research, 
these findings create a contradiction. Political scientists have found that most 
voters do not reward incumbents, but rather punish them on Election Day, 
for excessive partisanship (Harbridge and Malhotra 2011; Carson et al. 2010; 
Koger and Lebo 2017).

In this chapter, we resolve this paradox—that legislators use partisanship to 
help them win reelection and gain influence but are also electorally punished 
for it. To do so, we replicate the empirical models that find the electoral pen-
alty. Our results echo and add nuance to these original findings. Yes, incum-
bents are penalized by voters for their partisanship. However, the decrease in 
vote share is one that almost all members are comfortable incurring. In most 
cases, they are free to increase their partisan intensity without fearing they 
will lose their seat.

Moreover, voters are responding not only to legislators’ partisan intensity 
but also to their tone. As we hypothesized in chapter 2, we find that voters pay 
attention to tonal differences, but the consequences depend on the type of dis-
trict the incumbent represents. Voters in safer districts reward more negative 
partisan rhetoric. In fact, the electoral benefits to negative partisan rhetoric 
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mean that small shifts in how legislators talk allow them to recoup any elec-
toral penalty they incur for their excessive partisanship. Only lawmakers hold-
ing the most marginal seats are not rewarded for adopting a caustic partisan 
tone. In those cases, their tenor does not matter. Notably, cheerleading one’s 
own party is never as politically profitable as bickering with the opposition.

Finally, we move beyond general election consequences and evaluate 
whether incumbents need to fear attracting a primary challenger for not being 
partisan enough. We find no evidence that lower partisan intensities attract pri-
mary challenges. Rather, our results support other researchers’ results that ideo-
logical moderates and those in safer districts are more likely to be primaried.

Like we did in chapter 6, we present some normatively challenging conclu-
sions. Most legislators have a relatively free hand to be as partisan as they want. 
The Election Day penalty they incur is not enough to shift their behavior. Even 
if they are worried that their partisanship may lose them vote share, they can 
change how they talk about the parties to offset those losses. Perhaps more 
troublingly is that negative partisan rhetoric, not a more positive tone or lower 
levels of partisan intensity, is consistently rewarded. In fact, for nearly every 
member, disparaging the other party instead of supporting their own side is 
associated with a higher vote share. Given these results, it is unsurprising that 
incumbents are not being primaried for lacking party fidelity. In most circum-
stances, they do not need to balance being a good team player with appealing 
to general election voters. Instead, they can act in the partisan ways that appeal 
to primary voters—frequently bickering with the other side—without concern 
for any substantial Election Day consequences.

Do Partisans Pay a Price on Election Day?

If legislators worry about being reelected, then voters’ distaste for partisanship 
may dampen their partisan intensity. Some evidence suggests this might occur. 
In a series of analyses, Koger, Lebo, and colleagues argue that members pay a 
price for their party loyalty. They show that in experiments respondents react 
negatively toward partisan voting records, not ideologically extreme ones 
(Carson et al. 2010; Koger and Lebo 2017). Their observational research finds 
that lawmakers who vote more often with their party receive less support on 
Election Day. Other survey experiments present a less definitive picture. Har-
bridge and Malhotra (2011) show that only voters with weak partisan attach-
ments and independents punish partisan behavior, while Flynn and Harbridge 
(2016) argue that public opinion varies based on the legislative outcome.
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Our argument from chapter 2 is that although members may pay a price for 
partisanship, it is one that most of them can afford. Most legislators come from 
safe enough districts that allow them to raise their partisan intensity without 
fear of losing reelection. This follows Fiorina’s (1974) argument that members 
do not try to maximize their vote share. Rather, they are “maintainers” who 
build enough support to preserve a healthy winning margin, which allows 
them to pursue other goals. This point is important. Legislators balance their 
goals, and for most of them, being a good team player, which allows them to 
become more politically powerful, is worth the cost at the ballot box. Without 
the opportunity to advance their careers, ambitious members in relatively safe 
seats face years of puttering around Capitol Hill not being able to fulfill their 
professional aspirations.

We assess whether members are punished for their partisanship by repli-
cating two influential models that predict incumbent vote share. The first is 
Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan’s (2002) empirical design that tests whether 
members with more ideologically extreme voting records are punished by 
voters. We modify their test by adding our measures of partisan intensity to 
examine if lawmakers are also being punished for their team play.

The second model is Koger and Lebo’s (2017). Their version, which uses 
party unity scores to test if voters punish partisanship, also modifies the 
Canes-Wrone et al. approach. In Koger and Lebo’s view, partisan behavior 
and electoral success are endogenous, meaning that a member’s partisanship 
influences and is influenced by their vote margin. Additionally, they argue 
that a lawmaker’s ideology does not directly affect their electoral fortunes but 
instead only affects it through a member’s partisanship. Put differently, ideol-
ogy affects a legislator’s willingness to be a good team player, which affects 
their vote share.

This more complicated model uses a two-stage estimation approach. In the 
first stage, partisanship is predicted by a member’s ideology, their lagged parti-
sanship, their lagged vote share, and the other independent variables included 
in the Canes-Wrone et al. model. The second stage replicates the Canes-Wrone 
et al. model plus the predicted partisanship values from the first-stage equa-
tion.1 Our analysis modifies these models in two ways. First, since our data 
only covers six years, we include Congress fixed effects instead of the variables 
that vary by congressional term.2 Second, we include our measures of partisan 
intensity to evaluate whether legislators are punished for their partisanship. In 
the Canes-Wrone et al. replication, this means we simply add that term to the 
regression. In the Koger and Lebo model, we replace party unity scores with 
our measure.
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We recognize that this decision to replace a vote-based measure with a 
social media–based one is controversial. After all, the premise of both of these 
studies is that lawmakers are punished for their extreme roll call voting behav-
ior. Yet, as we discuss in chapters 3 and 6, vote-based measures miss a great 
deal of what goes on in Congress, and party unity scores are an amalgamation 
of various factors, only two of which are partisanship and ideology. Moreover, 
as we show below, partisan tone plays an equally important role in how voters 
evaluate legislators. Our measure captures voter reactions to partisan behavior 
writ large, not just how often they vote with their party.3

To replicate the Canes-Wrone et al. model, we include the following vari-
ables. The dependent variable for these analyses is the Incumbent’s Vote Share.4 
Our main independent variables are our measures of partisan intensity. We 
also include how they measure a member’s Ideological Extremity (the absolute 
value of their DW-NOMINATE score), their Seat Safety (average vote share 
of the incumbent’s party from the past two presidential elections), dummy 
variables for whether they are in the President’s Party, faced a Quality Chal-
lenger who previously held elected office, and were a Freshman serving their 
first term in Congress. We also calculated the Spending Difference between the 
incumbent and the challenger by subtracting the natural log of their campaign 
disbursements. Finally, we include Congress fixed effects and a dummy vari-
able for whether the incumbent served in the Senate.5

The second stage of the Koger and Lebo model is identical with two excep-
tions. First, they remove Ideological Extremity from this equation and insert 
the incumbent’s vote share from the previous election. Second, they include 
a first-stage equation that instruments for partisanship. This additional step 
includes the Ideological Extremity covariate, all of the variables in the second-
stage equation, and their lagged partisan intensity.6 In both models, we expect 
that the partisan intensity variable will be negative. This would indicate that as 
members become more partisan, their vote share decreases.

We present the results from four models in table 7.1. Models 1 and 3 include 
the proportion-based partisan intensity measure, while models 2 and 4 use the 
natural log of the number of partisan tweets sent by a member. The results 
present a mixed picture of whether legislators are punished for their parti-
san behavior. Our argument that most members do not need to worry about 
the consequences of their partisan behavior on Election Day is supported by 
the null results in models 1 and 2. However, the premise of models 3 and 4 
is that once the endogenous relationships between vote share, partisanship, 
and ideology are properly accounted for, then we should find that legislators 
are punished for their partisanship. The negative coefficients on our partisan 
intensity variables suggest that an electoral penalty exists.7
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Substantively, however, excessive partisanship is only a concern for a very 
small group of members, specifically those from marginal districts whose par-
tisan intensity rates as some of the highest in Congress. Take, for example, a 
member serving in the least safe seat in our data. If they raise their partisan 
intensity from the 25th percentile of legislators (a score of 0.17) to the 75th 
percentile (a score 0.36), they will lose a predicted 3 percent of their vote 
share. Of course, that loss of support probably means they will lose their seat. 
Yet that only occurs if they more than double their partisan intensity.

More importantly for our argument, most legislators do not run in such 
dire electoral circumstances. The penalty they incur can be overcome by their 
already comfortable expected vote share. To better see why this is the case, we 
plot the electoral loss that members suffer as their partisan intensity increases 
from the lowest observed value in our data (0.02) to the highest (0.82). In fig-

TABLE 7.1. The Electoral Costs of Partisanship

Canes-Wrone et al. Model Koger and Lebo Model

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 1.83 0.16 −13.90** −2.30**
(1.29) (0.16) (2.79) (0.47)

Ideological Extremity −7.33** −7.07**
(1.26) (1.23)

Seat Safety 0.74** 0.74** 0.69** 0.68**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.06) (0.05)

President’s Party −1.48** −1.49** −3.50** −4.49**
(0.30) (0.30) (0.57) (0.70)

Quality Challenger −0.88* −0.93* −1.41* −0.75
(0.41) (0.41) (0.58) (0.61)

Freshman −0.02 −0.13 0.21 0.71
(0.38) (0.38) (0.80) (0.88)

Spending Difference 1.50** 1.50** 1.60** 1.60**
(0.14) (0.14) (0.19) (0.19)
(0.32) (0.33) (0.41) (0.45)

Senate −0.86 −0.94 1.12* 2.46**
(0.54) (0.57) (0.56) (0.74)

Lagged Vote Share 0.11** 0.12**
(0.04) (0.04)

Constant 54.39** 53.87** 50.21** 59.86**
(0.58) (0.99) (2.32) (3.67)

N 1,137 1,137 639 639
R2 0.744 0.744 0.735 0.720

Note: The dependent variable in all four models is incumbent vote share. Models 1 and 2 are OLS regres-
sions estimated with robust standard errors clustered by members and congressional term fixed effects. Mod-
els 3 and 4 are estimated using 2SLS, with Partisan Intensity as the endogenous regressor and Ideological 
Extremity only included in the first-stage model.
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ure 7.1, we include the predicted vote shares from members whose seat safety 
is in the 1st, 25th, 50th, 75th, and 99th percentiles.

Besides those members in the most vulnerable districts, the electoral pen-
alty from high, even extreme, partisan intensities can reasonably be absorbed 
by members. The 9 percent drop in vote share from the minimum to the maxi-
mum observed values (which never occurs in the data) means that the vote 
share of a lawmaker in the 25th percentile of seat safety decreases from 63 
to 52 percent. In other words, even if they choose to act as the most partisan 
member of Congress, they would find themselves in a tough race in which they 
would be favored to win.

Put differently, we find evidence similar to Koger and Lebo that members 
incur an electoral penalty for being too partisan. Yet, substantively, most can 
absorb the loss. This nuance helps explain how legislators’ partisan behavior 
affects their home styles and hill styles. Most have the latitude to adopt more 
partisan personas in an effort to accrue more political influence, even if doing 
so affects their vote share. As electoral maintainers, not maximizers, they are 
willing to make this trade as they try to advance their careers in Washington, 
DC.8

Are Legislators Rewarded or Punished for Their Partisan Tones?

Although lawmakers may pay an electoral price for their partisanship, the 
previous analyses do not speak to how voters may punish or reward different 
partisan styles. As we show in chapter 4, lawmakers differ not just in how often 
they act in a partisan way but also in whether they adopt negative or positive 
tones when they do so.

We argue that voters reward or punish incumbents’ partisan tones, but 
this reaction depends on members’ seat safety. In most districts, whose party 
lean is at least five percentage points toward the incumbent’s party, same-
party lawmakers are rewarded for emphasizing attacks on the opposition and 
punished when they focus on cheerleading their own party. This dynamic 
stems from partisan bickering activating voters’ negative partisanship, which 
increases party loyalty on Election Day. Importantly, this reaction is not lim-
ited to strongly partisan voters. Even voters with weak party attachments are 
motivated by their dislike for the other party (Abramowitz and Webster 2018).

In the most marginal districts, which include more opposition party vot-
ers, this reward for negativity disappears. Since bickering with the other party 
will backfire by activating opposition voters’ ire, the best a legislator can do 
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is to try to sell their party’s accomplishments. Doing so may help burnish the 
party’s collective reputation in a hostile district while still allowing the mem-
ber to portray themselves as a good team player to their copartisans in Con-
gress. As such, we hypothesize (see table 2.5) that as seat safety increases, 
lawmakers are rewarded for their negative partisan tones.

To test this claim, we replicate the models from table 7.1 but include two 
new variables. First, we use the Partisan Tone measure from chapter 4. It is 
measured as the summed sentiment of members’ partisan tweets, where a 
negative tweet is −1, a neutral one is 0, and a positive one is 1, divided by the 
number of partisan tweets they posted:

(∑ Partisan Tweets Sentiment)# ofPartisan Tweets

Second, we include the interaction term Partisan Tone × Seat Safety. This 
accounts for the conditional nature of our hypothesis, that a negative tone is 
increasingly rewarded as a member’s seat becomes safer. We expect that the 
interaction term will have a negative coefficient.9 This would indicate that as 
seat safety increases, incumbents receive a higher vote share when their parti-
san tone becomes more negative.

The results from table 7.2 suggest that a member’s partisan tone affects 
their vote share, but it is conditional on their seat safety. As before, the Canes-
Wrone et al. approach suggests that neither partisan intensity nor tone affect 
vote share. The Koger and Lebo models, which more carefully account for the 
relationship between ideology and partisanship, show that both intensity and 
tone affect an incumbent’s vote share and that the tonal effect is independent 
of the electoral penalty that incumbents pay due to their high partisan intensi-
ties. This indicates that voters are evaluating lawmakers not just on how often 
they act as a partisan but also on the tone they use when doing so. To better 
understand how voters reward or punish partisan tone, and how it depends 
on district type, we plot a legislator’s predicted vote share as their partisan 
tone goes from negative to positive in the safest district (99th percentile in 
seat safety), an average district (50th percentile), and the most marginal one 
(1st percentile).

For incumbents representing the safest seats, adopting an overly negative 
partisan tone is associated with a predicted 24-point higher vote share than 
if they mostly focused on cheerleading. In an average district, the effect is 
smaller—14 points—but still substantial. Of course, no member shifts their 
rhetoric in such an extreme way. The average within-member change in par-
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tisan tone between Congresses is 0.24, which results in a predicted 2 percent 
change in vote share.

Only in the least safe districts are members not rewarded or punished for 
their partisan tones. The difference between the most negatively toned rheto-
ric to the most positive is only three points of vote share, and that shift is not 
statistically significant. In these situations, any partisan talk is problematic, 
positive or negative, as it reminds opposition voters that they are not being 
represented by one of their own. These results present a harsh truth about how 
voters perceive partisanship. For most members, attacking the opposition is 
politically profitable while cheerleading your own party is not.

TABLE 7.2. The Electoral Consequences of Partisan Tone

Canes-Wrone et al. Model Koger and Lebo Model

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 0.86 0.05 −17.14** −1.07**
(1.39) (0.16) (3.24) (0.32)

Partisan Tone −1.55 −1.66 −6.51** −2.44
(1.26) (1.22) (2.04) (1.77)

Seat Safety 0.69** 0.69** 0.59** 0.55**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.07) (0.06)

Partisan Tone × Seat 
Safety

−0.10
(0.06)

−0.10
(0.06)

−0.22**
(0.08)

−0.19*
(0.07)

Ideological Extremity −6.97** −6.82**
(1.26) (1.22)

President’s Party −1.13** −1.13** −1.86** −2.45**
(0.32) (0.32) (0.61) (0.58)

Quality Challenger −0.90* −0.92* −1.38* −0.82
(0.41) (0.41) (0.59) (0.55)

Freshman −0.01 −0.06 −0.11 0.18
(0.38) (0.39) (0.77) (0.64)

Spending Difference 1.50** 1.50** 1.63** 1.58**
(0.14) (0.14) (0.19) (0.18)

Senate −0.82 −0.84 1.30* 1.32*
(0.55) (0.57) (0.60) (0.61)

Vote Sharet–1 0.11** 0.13**
(0.04) (0.04)

Constant 54.66** 54.52** 50.52** 52.03**
(0.61) (1.01) (2.30) (2.31)

N 1,137 1,137 639 639
R2 0.746 0.746 0.734 0.763

Note: The dependent variable in all four models is incumbent vote share. Models 1 and 2 are OLS regres-
sions estimated with robust standard errors clustered by members and congressional term fixed effects. Mod-
els 3 and 4 are estimated using 2SLS, with Partisan Intensity as the endogenous regressor and Ideological 
Extremity only included in the first-stage model.
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Together, these previous analyses show how legislators can strategically 
use partisan rhetoric to achieve their goals without paying dearly at the ballot 
box. When they raise their partisan intensity to gain more political influence, 
they risk an electoral penalty from voters back home. However, they can miti-
gate these consequences by having built a large enough cushion on Election 
Day and by making their partisan rhetoric more negative.

This helps resolve what seemed like a contradiction between our theory 
and the previous research on partisanship. How could this behavior be used 
to achieve a member’s reelection goal, as we argue, if they were penalized for 
it at the ballot box? The answer is twofold. First, as we show in chapter 5, seat 
safety and partisan intensity are strongly associated, suggesting that members 
respond to voter demand for this behavior. Second, even if an electoral penalty 
exists, lawmakers can compensate by changing the tenor of their rhetoric. For 
those concerned that their voters will punish them for this behavior, they can 
simply shift to attacking the other party more frequently. For instance, we 
estimate that a 10 percent increase in partisan intensity is associated with a 2 
percent decrease in predicted vote share. A legislator can maintain that higher 
partisan intensity and recover those votes by making their partisan tone 12 
percent more negative. That change in rhetoric increases vote share by the 
same 2 percent. Put simply, electoral concerns encourage legislators not to 
necessarily decrease their partisanship but instead to spend their time bicker-
ing with the other party.

Do Weak Partisans Get Primaried?

To date, the link between partisanship and electoral outcomes has focused 
on general elections. Yet, just as excessive partisan intensity produces a pen-
alty on Election Day, it is possible that not supporting their party enough can 
generate discontent among party members back home. The threat, then, is 
that incumbents will attract primary challengers who claim they will be more 
reliable partisans. Research on political primaries generally does not consider 
the consequences of legislators’ partisanship. Instead, it almost exclusively 
focuses on ideological challengers trying to unseat incumbents with more lib-
eral or conservative platforms (Boatright 2004; Jewitt and Treul 2019). Yet, as 
Boatright (2013) shows, most primary challenges are not ideological in nature, 
and the ones that he does code this way are described as the incumbent being 
“too moderate or insufficiently partisan” (67). It is possible that one over-
looked explanation for why primary challengers join the fray is for partisan, 
not ideological, reasons.
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Indeed, weak partisans might attract primary opponents due to how the 
parties and politics have changed over the past few decades. Most studies of 
primaries run through the mid-2010s or earlier. Yet during the time period we 
study, politics became even more nationalized and party loyalty, particularly 
during the Trump presidency, took on increasing significance. Republican 
politicians spoke a great deal about supporting the president while Democrats 
framed their work in opposition to him. It is possible that partisan, not ideo-
logical, primaries became the norm during this time.

Yet, as we discuss in chapter 2, we are skeptical that low levels of partisan-
ship attract primary challengers. Our reasoning is simple. Lawmakers adopt 
strategies that allow them to claim they are a team player to their voters, even 
if their actual partisan intensity remains low. Take, for instance, one of the 
most partisan disputes during the six years we analyze: Brett Kavanaugh’s 
Supreme Court nomination. Every senator, with the exceptions of Joe Man-
chin (D-WV) and Lisa Murkowski (R-AK), supported their party’s position 
on his nomination. However, as Gelman (2020b) shows, they varied in how 
vocal they were in their support. Strong partisans talked about Kavanaugh 
nearly every day for three months. Others did their best to avoid the situation 
entirely, only mentioning him once or twice. In defending their stances, these 
weak partisans can point to their support and vote, even if they largely avoided 
the partisan fray.

Even when members cannot point to a specific vote, as long as they show 
some support for their party’s position they can insulate themselves from 
intraparty criticism. They can put out lightly read statements of support, say 
they stand with their party, and only address the topic when directly asked. 
Put differently, they may be a team player, but not a very active or helpful one.

Moreover, not all situations require legislators to affirm that they sup-
port their party. Most issues, even those framed by others as partisan, can be 
explained in nonpartisan terms (Grose, Malhotra, and Van Houweling 2015). 
For those unique situations that require members to back the party line, we do 
not expect to see much deviation that would prompt primary challenges. Party 
leaders may apply pressure that get their copartisans in line, or lawmakers 
may understand that the situation requires a unified partisan front to support 
the collective brand. Those who break from the party in these situations are 
usually doing so to build a personal reputation that relies on a perception that 
they are not a typical Democrat or Republican. Their calculation is that being 
a bad team player is electorally valuable, not a liability.

To evaluate whether weak partisans are more likely to attract primary chal-
lengers, we collected data on whether incumbents faced a primary opponent 
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in the three election cycles included in our data (2016–20). Of those members 
seeking reelection, 46 percent faced at least one challenger. Of course, many 
primary candidates are amateurs whom legislators, and voters, may not take 
seriously. Serious challengers, defined as those who have held previous elected 
office, present a more serious electoral threat, fare much better in these elec-
tions, but rarely run (Boatright 2013). We identified 91 primary challengers (7 
percent) who held previous office. Based on this data, we created dichotomous 
measures for whether an incumbent faced any primary challenger or a quality 
one. These are our dependent variables.

Our main independent variables are our measures of partisan intensity. If 
being a weak partisan is associated with attracting primary challengers, then 
they should have negative coefficients. However, we expect these variables 
will return null results. We also include four variables that Boatright (2013) 
identifies as being associated with attracting primary opponents. We control 
for member’s Ideological Extremity by calculating the absolute distance of their 
DW-NOMINATE score from the median member from that Congress. If more 
extreme challengers are primarying more moderate incumbents, then this 
variable should be negative. Primary challenges are more common in safe dis-

TABLE 7.3. Determinants of Being Primaried, 2015–20

Any Primary Challenger Quality Primary Challenger

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity 0.03 0.03* −0.04 −0.01
(0.11) (0.01) (0.06) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity −0.26** −0.28** −0.02 −0.03
(0.06) (0.06) (0.03) (0.03)

Seat Safety 0.01** 0.01** 0.01* 0.01*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Terms Served 0.01** 0.01** −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Senate 0.15** 0.11 0.05 0.05
(0.05) (0.06) (0.03) (0.03)

Constant −1.46 −0.91 2.51 2.49
(3.05) (3.05) (1.65) (1.66)

N 1,218 1,218 1,218 1,218
R2 0.062 0.067 0.020 0.020

Note: Models are OLS regressions with state and Congress fixed effects. Models 1 and 3 use the ratio-based 
partisan intensity measure. Models 2 and 4 use the ln(# partisan tweets) one.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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tricts, so we include the same measure of Seat Safety we used in tables 7.1 and 
7.2. We expect this variable to be positive. Boatright also finds that primary 
opponents are motivated to run against longer-serving and older members. As 
such, we include the number of congressional terms an incumbent has been in 
office (Terms Served) and their Age. Finally, we include a Senate dummy vari-
able, state fixed effects to control for different types of primaries and barriers 
to running for office, and Congress fixed effects.

The results in table 7.3 indicate that a member’s partisanship, or lack 
thereof, is not associated with attracting primary challengers. The partisan 
intensity variable is only statistically significant in model 2, but it is in the 
wrong direction. Rather, the results seem to confirm Boatright’s analysis of 
what motivates primary challenges. Ideological moderates are more likely to 
attract a primary opponent, as are those in safer seats and those who have 
served longer in Congress. We do not find evidence that older lawmakers are 
primaried more often. Additionally, like Boatright argues, what motivates 
quality primary challengers is more idiosyncratic. None of our variables, 
including the partisan intensity or ideology ones, are associated with quality 
opponents entering a primary race.

Although the statistical models in table 7.3 are simple, the results are robust 
to more complex approaches. We lagged our measures of partisan intensity 
and ideological extremity, included lagged vote share, and estimated a two-
step Heckman probit model where the first stage accounted for the probability 
a legislator chose to run for reelection. All of these models, which are included 
in the chapter’s appendix, produced the same result: Partisan intensity is not 
associated with a primary challenge.10

While our first set of results, for whether incumbents are punished for too 
much partisanship, present a more complex picture, these do not. Members 
with low levels of partisan intensity do not attract primary challengers, even 
less serious amateurs who may be just looking to make a point. Even as law-
makers, especially Republicans, worried about looking like they were in lock-
step with their party during these six years, their partisan behavior was not 
associated with primary challenges.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we assess whether members’ partisanship has any electoral 
consequences. Our results largely support our hypotheses and, for those 
worried about a hyper-partisan Congress, paint a bleak picture of how vot-
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ers evaluate this behavior. Following Koger and Lebo (2017), we considered 
whether excessive partisanship leads to an electoral penalty at the ballot box. 
We find mixed evidence for it, and even if incumbents are penalized, for most 
members the penalty is manageable. As electoral maintainers who have built 
comfortable Election Day margins, they can increase their partisan intensity 
without worry.

However, too much partisanship from those in marginal seats can end up 
hurting their team. A hallmark of the modern Congress is its narrow, inse-
cure majorities. Even if 90 percent of a majority party caucus does not need 
to worry about acting too partisan, the other 10 percent being ousted for such 
behavior can swing control of a chamber to the opposition. Take, for instance, 
the House Democratic Caucus in 2020. Sixteen of its members won by a mar-
gin that, if they had increased their partisan intensity by one standard devia-
tion, would have won a predicted vote share below 50 percent. Those narrow 
electoral wins allowed Democrats to remain in the majority, even as they lost 
13 seats. In an alternative world, where those 16 marginal members acted too 
partisan, the result would have changed Election Day from Democrats incur-
ring manageable losses to Republicans flipping the chamber and preventing 
two years of unified government. As such, the more precise description of our 
results is that the vast majority have a free hand to act as partisan as they want. 
Those in very competitive seats, however, need to be more careful when build-
ing their partisan personas. Carelessness not only can cost them their seat but 
can cost their party a majority.

More troubling, voters only reward negative partisan rhetoric. Incumbents 
gain no additional support from adopting more positive tones, and the politi-
cal rewards from bickering with the opposition compensate for any electoral 
penalty paid for excessive partisanship. In fact, one way that members in most 
tough districts can improve their electoral prospects is by adopting a more 
negative partisan tone. Given these results, perhaps unsurprisingly, lawmakers 
are not primaried for being weak partisans. Between the overwhelmingly neg-
ative partisan rhetoric coming out of Congress and incumbents’ high partisan 
intensities, primary voters are likely quite pleased with their representatives’ 
and senators’ performances.

Appendix

(following page)
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TABLE 7.4. Determinants of Being Primaried, with Lagged Partisan Intensity

Any Primary Challenge Quality Primary Challenger

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity −0.22 0.04 −0.15 −0.02*
(0.19) (0.02) (0.08) (0.01)

Partisan Intensityt-1 0.24 −0.01 0.07 0.02
(0.20) (0.02) (0.09) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity −0.19* −0.28** −0.01 −0.01
(0.09) (0.08) (0.04) (0.04)

Seat Safety 0.01** 0.01** 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Terms Served 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age −0.01 −0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Senate 0.11 0.06 0.09** 0.09**
(0.07) (0.07) (0.03) (0.03)

Constant 0.81 1.09 2.52 2.49
(4.32) (4.32) (1.93) (1.93)

N 672 672 672 672
R2 0.062 0.065 0.029 0.030

Note: Models are OLS regressions with state and Congress fixed effects. Models 1 and 3 use the ratio-based 
partisan intensity measure. Models 2 and 4 use the ln(# partisan tweets) one.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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TABLE 7.5. Determinants of Being Primaried, Robustness Checks

Any Primary Challenge Quality Primary Challenger

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Partisan Intensity −0.22 0.04 −0.15 −0.02
(0.19) (0.03) (0.08) (0.01)

Partisan Intensityt−1 0.25 −0.01 0.12 0.02
(0.21) (0.02) (0.09) (0.01)

Ideological Extremity −0.18* −0.26** 0.01 −0.01
(0.09) (0.08) (0.04) (0.04)

Ideological Extremityt−1 0.01 −0.05 −0.07 −0.07
(0.10) (0.10) (0.05) (0.05)

Vote Sharet−1 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Seat Safety 0.01** 0.01* 0.01** 0.01*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Terms Served 0.01 0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age −0.01 −0.01 −0.01 −0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(0.04) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02)

Senate 0.11 0.06 0.10** 0.10**
(0.07) (0.08) (0.03) (0.03)

Constant 1.16 1.86 2.97 2.99
(4.40) (4.41) (1.96) (1.97)

N 669 669 669 669
R2 0.062 0.066 0.040 0.039

Note: Models are OLS regressions with state and Congress fixed effects. Models 1 and 3 use the ratio-based 
partisan intensity measure. Models 2 and 4 use the ln(# partisan tweets) one.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.



TABLE 7.6. Determinants of Being Primaried, Two-Stage Model

Any Primary Challenge Quality Primary Challenger

(1) (2) (3) (4)
 Ratio Count Ratio Count

Stage 2: Primary Challenge
Partisan Intensity −0.10 0.08 −0.53 −0.03

(0.38) (0.04) (0.71) (0.08)
Ideological Extremity −0.57** −0.68** −0.46 −0.53

(0.22) (0.21) (0.39) (0.38)
Seat Safety 0.03** 0.02** 0.03* 0.03*

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Terms Served 0.02 0.02 −0.03 −0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)
Age −0.01 −0.01 −0.02 −0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Senate 0.33 0.25 0.74** 0.75**

(0.18) (0.19) (0.27) (0.28)
Constant 8.71 9.13 29.28 29.27

(11.17) (11.21) (20.31) (20.41)

Stage 1: Run for Reelection
Terms Served −0.06** −0.06** −0.06** −0.06**

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Partisan Intensityt-1 −0.64 0.07 −0.56 0.06

(0.49) (0.05) (0.49) (0.05)
Ideological Extremityt-1 0.95** 0.78** 1.02** 0.83**

(0.28) (0.29) (0.29) (0.29)
Vote Sharet-1 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Running for Higher 

Office
−2.49**
(0.33)

−2.54**
(0.33)

−2.48**
(0.33)

−2.53**
(0.33)

Age 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Constant −6.52 −3.72 −6.07 −3.78
(14.90) (14.88) (14.78) (14.82)

N 757 757 757 757
Pr > 𝑥2 0.22 0.24 0.34 0.49

Note: Models are Heckman selection probit models with Congress fixed effects in the first stage. Models 1 
and 3 use the ratio-based partisan intensity measure. Models 2 and 4 use the ln(# partisan tweets) one.

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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EIGHT

Conclusion

“Putting party before country.”
“Picking a fight to score points.”
“Creating gridlock instead of compromising.”

These common critiques reflect a core problem people attribute to congres-
sional partisanship: The political theatrics of Congress limit its ability to make 
good policy. Our evidence suggests that some of these concerns have merit 
but others are overblown.

As we document, Congress is rife with partisanship. However, it varies 
dramatically among members, and the consequences from displaying substan-
tial partisan intensity are not what congressional observers and commenta-
tors claim. Moreover, being careful about how this concept is measured and 
defined helps bring into focus different types of conflict that affect Congress 
and its legislative outcomes in different ways.

Some lawmakers regularly place a partisan frame on how they discuss poli-
tics. These include party leaders like Mitch McConnell (R-KY) and Hakeem 
Jeffries (D-NY), as well as lesser-known legislators. Others see conflict more 
ideologically by consistently supporting conservative or liberal positions but 
rarely represent conflict in partisan terms. They are better described as ideo-
logues. As figure 8.1 shows and reinforces from our analysis in chapter 3, these 
categories are not mutually exclusive and members fall all along both of these 
partisan and ideological spectrums.
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Partisanship differs from how political scientists understand ideology in other 
important ways. Most notably, it is much more malleable and changes with a leg-
islator’s political circumstances. This means that reforms that raise or lower the 
incentives for members to engage in this behavior can meaningfully change the 
partisan temperature on Capitol Hill. Although it certainly feels like we live in a 
hyper-partisan time and even though this trend has not changed in recent years, 
the US Congress is not circumscribed to this sort of politics. It reflects the internal 
and external political incentives members face. As such, it is worth briefly revisit-
ing why lawmakers choose (or not) to adopt intensely partisan personas and the 
consequences they face for this behavior. We conclude by documenting that the 
hyper-partisan atmosphere persisted beyond the first Trump presidency and by 
proposing reforms that can reduce its prevalence in Congress.

Why Do Lawmakers Adopt Partisan Personas?

One our most striking findings is the wide range of partisan intensities present 
on Capitol Hill. For some lawmakers, supporting their team consumes their 

Fig. 8.1. Scatterplot of Partisan Intensity and Ideology Scores, 2015–22
Note: Ideology is measured as first-dimension DW-NOMINATE scores.
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public personas. For others, joining the partisan fray is something they assidu-
ously avoid. Why such stark differences?

We argue and show that partisanship is motivated by both external elec-
toral pressures and internal party politics. One reason lawmakers increase 
their partisan intensities is to improve their party brand among voters. In an 
era of nationalized elections with a shrinking incumbency advantage, many 
voters evaluate members based on their party’s performance. As a group, con-
gressional parties are better off on Election Day with strong brands that appeal 
to voters. Yet, those who build these brands pay a price with some voters who 
do not like these partisan displays. Like others, we document an Election Day 
penalty for more partisan members (Carson et al. 2010). As such, strong par-
tisans are more likely to come from safe districts. They can join the partisan 
fights that tarnish the opposition and burnish their side while easily affording 
any Election Day penalty.

The second factor that is motivating this behavior is members seeking pro-
motions. Those climbing the party ladder in the House and Senate or run-
ning for higher office increase their partisan intensities to display their team 
play bona fides. Running for higher office or a leadership position, serving as 
a party leader, and serving as a committee leader in the House are all strongly 
related to members increasing their partisan intensities. Moreover, once they 
leave their leadership roles, win higher office, or lose their races, they reduce 
this type of behavior.

Other factors play a role. Institutional reasons, like serving in the majority 
party, the size of a chamber’s majority, and the president being from the other 
party, increase partisan behavior across the board. As the parties gain or lose 
power in Washington, DC, lawmakers adapt. Not only do they change their 
partisan intensities, but they also change their rhetorical tones. In chapter 
4, we show that the change in presidency from Obama to Trump shifted the 
strongest Democratic partisans from being cheerleaders and opportunists to 
bickerers. The strongest Republican partisans’ tones moved in the opposite 
direction, with many becoming cheerleaders. Two years later, when Dem-
ocrats won the House majority and ended Republican unified government, 
many of the same intensely partisan Republicans continued cheering the 
Trump administration while criticizing the House Democrats. Many bicker-
ers became opportunists.

Indeed, an important finding worth highlighting is that the shifting control of 
governing institutions—the presidency, House, and Senate—changes not only 
who acts as a partisan but also how they act. No matter who is in power at a given 
moment, ambitious members need to build their partisan résumés. If they are 
part of the unified government, that means more cheerleading than bickering. 



176	 Posting for Power

2RPP

If they are on the other side and out of power, it means constant criticism. Even 
divided government fosters its own differences, as tone is strongly correlated 
with whether the member and president are in the same party. Consequently, 
lawmakers are calibrating their partisan personas in response to their personal 
circumstances as well as institutional factors outside of their immediate control. 
This creates an ebb and flow of volume and tone that might seem erratic but 
when properly contextualized has a predictability to it.

Is Partisanship Hobbling the Lawmaking Process?

A damning critique of partisanship is that it comes at the expense of legislat-
ing. Political scientists consistently show that bipartisan initiatives are much 
more likely to become law than ones only supported by members of one party 
(Curry and Lee 2020; Harbridge-Yong, Volden, and Wiseman 2023). If that is 
the case, a reasonable conclusion is that stronger partisans are less successful 
at lawmaking because they are less cooperative with the opposition.

Our results show that legislators with higher partisan intensities collabo-
rate less with the other party early in the legislative process. They cosponsor 
fewer bills that are introduced by colleagues from across the aisle. Their 
measures are cosponsored less often by the opposition as well. However, 
any effect from this early-stage combativeness dissipates later on. Partisan 
intensity is not associated with members being less effective at lawmaking 
or having their ideas enacted. These results are robust even after we take into 
account that strong partisans tend to also have institutional power as com-
mittee and party leaders.

Partisanship’s main consequence is not creating a group of ineffective leg-
islators but hardening a member’s loyalty to the party when voting on the 
floor. Intense partisans rarely break from the party line and reliably support 
or oppose the president’s position. As a result, fewer members are likely to 
emerge as “profiles in courage” who break from their side to create bipartisan 
coalitions that are sometimes needed to pass important legislation or investi-
gate the executive branch.

To deal with intractable members at the floor stage, over the past few 
decades, congressional procedure has evolved in ways to keep at least some 
legislative processes on track.1 Omnibus procedures insulate measures that 
would surely be politicized if debated individually and provide a less traceable 
way for legislators of all sorts, including bickerers, to have their ideas added to 
laws (Reynolds and Hanson 2023). In the Senate, ending the 60-vote threshold 
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on nominations allows the majority party to circumvent obstructionists and 
eliminates the need for any minority party support.

On balance, partisanship is not directly hobbling the lawmaking process. It 
affects, at the margin, legislation’s early momentum once introduced. It shapes 
voting patterns on the floor. It is not making some members less productive 
than others, and it has forced Congress to adopt new procedures to remain 
somewhat productive. One effect partisan intensity may have, which is outside 
the scope of our research, is that it leads to more politicized issues before they 
arise on the agenda. This sort of influence at the agenda-setting stage, by mak-
ing an issue too politically toxic to move forward, is another way this behavior 
might affect lawmaking. We hope political scientists take up this ripe research 
area in the future.

What Are the Electoral Consequences of This Behavior?

Although partisanship generates complaints, one reason extreme versions of it 
persist is that voters only lightly punish it at the ballot box. Some voters, espe-
cially primary voters, might even prefer it (Anderson, Butler, and Harbridge-
Yong 2020). On balance, more partisan incumbents receive lower vote shares 
than others, after controlling for a myriad of other factors. This reflects other 
research in this area (Carson et al. 2010; Koger and Lebo 2017). However, we 
contend that for most legislators, the penalty is easily weathered. If a member 
increases their partisan intensity 25 percent, they can expect to incur, on aver-
age, a two-percentage-point penalty on Election Day. That may seem like a 
large vote share, but most lawmakers are in districts with at least a ten-point 
partisan advantage. The choice to win by a little less in order to become a com-
mittee or party leader is, for many, an easy decision.

In fact, this small penalty for those in safe seats understates the different 
political realities partisanship creates between them and others in marginal 
districts. As we show in chapter 7, the partisan tone legislators adopt also mat-
ters but varies by their electoral circumstances. For those in safe seats, a nega-
tive, caustic tone mitigates any loss in vote share from their excessive team 
play. In safe seats, tone matters less as voters punish incumbents for extreme 
partisanship, regardless of whether it is bickering or cheerleading. Conse-
quently, most members who already hold safe seats have a nearly free hand 
to act as partisan as they want. The electoral penalty will not endanger their 
incumbency, and if they become concerned, they can always shift toward a 
more combative tone. Again, this electoral situation describes most members 
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and helps explain why they feel emboldened to engage in such extreme par-
tisan displays.

The Biden Years

The data we analyze in the previous chapters cover Barack Obama’s final two 
years in office and the entirety of Donald Trump’s first term. Academic book 
publishing’s long timelines allowed us to collect and calculate data on legis-
lators’ partisan intensity from the 117th Congress, the first two years of Joe 
Biden’s presidency. The results closely follow and support our argument. Dur-
ing the Trump years, Democrats tended to be the most intensely partisan. 
This dynamic flipped once Biden took office. Nineteen of the 20 most partisan 
members were Republicans, and their partisan intensity was, on average, 19 
points higher than Democrats.

Additionally, as our theory predicts, most of these team players were 
ambitious members holding or seeking positions of power. The most partisan 
Republicans were the two House party leaders (Kevin McCarthy and Steve 
Scalise), two committee ranking members (Virginia Foxx and Jason Smith), 
and two seemingly ambitious backbenchers holding safe seats (Andrew Clyde 
and Lance Gooden).

On the Democratic side, the entire House leadership team announced they 
would step down at the end of the term. Their replacements, Hakeem Jef-
fries (5th), Katherine Clark (25th), Pete Aguilar (17th), and Ted Lieu (13th), 
ranked as some of the most partisan Democrats during those two years as they 
auditioned for their new roles. The least partisan members from each party 
were not surprises. On the Democratic side, Senator Kyrsten Sinema, who 
eventually left the party to become an independent, displayed a very low par-
tisan intensity. Similarly, the least partisan Republican was Senator Susan Col-
lins. Although principally viewed as an ideological moderate, Collins rarely 
engaged in team play.

The 117th Congress also showed that the partisan behavior during those 
Trump years was not an aberration and is likely to persist. The plot on the left 
in figure 8.2 displays members’ partisan intensity by congressional term. It 
shows that the uptick during Trump’s first presidency persisted during Biden’s 
first two years in office. The plot on the right only includes the freshmen for 
each of the four congressional terms. During the final Obama years and the 
Trump ones, new members adopted less intense partisan personas than their 
more experienced colleagues. Since they generally are not promotion seeking 
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so early in their careers, even the strongest freshman partisans’ behavior paled 
to the team play displayed by leadership and those running for higher office.

The freshman class in the 117th Congress is different. Their partisan inten-
sity is, on average, higher than the other members and includes some of the 
most partisan legislators during those two years. Although this change may 
have arisen for a number of reasons, our interest is in what it means for Con-
gress moving forward. This shift in new member behavior suggests that that 
partisanship was not just an Obama- or Trump-era phenomenon but a feature 
of the contemporary US Congress. Even new legislators, still finding their 
feet in Washington, DC, rely on framing issues as pitting Democrats versus 
Republicans.

Turning Down the Partisan Heat

To the extent that partisanship is an omnipresent feature in Congress, a natural 
question is, What can be done about it? Before providing recommendations 

Fig. 8.2. Partisan Intensity by Congress for All Members and Freshmen
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on reducing partisan intensity, we are quick to note that eliminating congres-
sional partisanship is neither possible nor desirable. Lawmakers have good 
reasons for supporting their side, and even if we bellyache about the political 
parties, they play a vital role in organizing and shaping Congress. That said, it 
is reasonable to ask how the partisan excesses in Washington, DC, might be 
reined in.

We provide three concrete recommendations for how to reduce the parti-
san temperature on Capitol Hill. First, more competitive districts will produce 
lawmakers who are reluctant to join the partisan fray. Although not a silver 
bullet, as we show in chapter 5, this change would be significant. Moving a 
member from a district with an average-sized partisan advantage to a very 
competitive one would reduce their partisan intensity by about 2 percent. 
Shifting the safest lawmakers, who have the most incentive and electoral wig-
gle room to bicker with the opposition, to competitive seats would have an 
even larger effect. Legislators in tough districts still act as team players and 
benefit from a strong party brand. However, any electoral price they might 
pay from excessive partisanship can make them pause and consider whether a 
fight between the parties is worth joining.

Second, providing lawmakers more pathways to political influence that do 
not rely on support from the party caucus/conference will also lower the par-
tisan temperature. In the House, becoming a committee leader requires being 
a good team player because fellow party members select who leads these pan-
els. As we show in chapter 5, this increases the chair’s and the ranking mem-
ber’s partisan intensity. Adopting other selection mechanisms that emphasize 
fidelity to the committee itself, and not to fellow party members, will reduce 
the incentive for ambitious representatives to adopt these intense partisan 
personas. For instance, having committee members vote for their leadership 
makes them the chair’s and ranking member’s constituents, not the party cau-
cus at large. One likely and positive consequence from this change is that com-
mittee leaders will further emphasize building their committee’s power rather 
than using their agenda-setting powers to pick fights with the opposing party.

Third, dampening promotion-seeking behavior will reduce the number 
of members acting as extreme partisans. To be clear, we are not claiming you 
can stop politicians from seeking more power and prestige in Washington, DC. 
For some, their goal is to become president or senator or to lead their party 
or committee. For others, retaining their seat and having some influence are 
enough. As power has centralized to party leadership, avenues for backbench-
ers to gather some power have dissipated. The emergence of important cau-
cuses provides one outlet for the rank and file to accumulate influence without 
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seeking a promotion in the party or to higher office. Providing subcommittees 
more power is the obvious reform, especially in the House, that may incentiv-
ize more legislators to remain in their current seats rather than pining for their 
next opportunity in the leadership ranks or Senate.

Looking Backward

In chapter 1, we spent a few pages discussing the scope and external validity 
of a book that only analyzes six years of congressional politics. Now that we 
have made our argument in full, regression tables and all, we wish to briefly 
return to this topic. Any reader, with a PhD in political science or not, should 
naturally ask the question of whether the ideas here extend beyond our time-
frame of study. It is a fair and reasonable point of skepticism. Indeed, tracing 
partisan intensity in the past is challenging. Venues where voters, copartisan 
legislators, and researchers can all observe the same behavior are rare, and 
this is one reason social media data is so valuable. However, moments from 
the past can provide some sense that the ideas in this book did not begin with 
our data from 2015.

Take, for instance, one of the most partisan situations in Congress: a presi-
dential impeachment. To prosecute its case before the Senate, the House 
majority party appoints impeachment managers from its membership. 
Although they are selected for various reasons, agreeing to serve means tak-
ing on a high-profile partisan role.2 Per our argument, one of the main reasons 
someone might agree to do this is that they hold an important position they 
wish to keep or have political ambitions beyond their current position.

Although the congressional careers of the Democratic impeachment man-
agers from 2019 and 2020 are still unfolding, the careers of the 13 Republican 
managers from Bill Clinton’s 1998 impeachment have mostly reached their 
endpoint. Almost all of them either have achieved what is likely their final 
political office or are no longer in politics (or, in a few cases, no longer alive). 
One of our key arguments is that those who take on such high-profile partisan 
roles do so in part because they are ambitious ladder climbers. If that is the 
case, then their career paths are more likely to include seeking leadership posi-
tions or higher office in the future. Did this happen? What were their career 
trajectories like after serving as impeachment managers? Was it different than 
other Republicans at the time?

Of the 13 managers, only 4 never became a committee chair in the House 
or sought a higher office. The other 9, or 69 percent of the group, had varied 
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paths but showed the ambition we expect of highly partisan members. Four 
(Henry Hyde, Jim Sensenbrenner, Steve Buyer, and Steve Chabot) all held 
House committee chairmanships. Hyde was the Judiciary Committee chair at 
the time, so being an impeachment manager may have stemmed from slightly 
different motivations. Three (Bill McCollum, Lindsey Graham, and Ed Bry-
ant) ran for higher office. Two were appointed to high-level positions in the 
Bush administration. Asa Hutchinson left his House seat for his position. James 
Rogan took his position after losing his reelection race to future Democratic 
impeachment manager and eventual US Senator Adam Schiff.

Is 69 percent (or 62 percent if we exclude Rogan’s more idiosyncratic 
situation) a high or low percentage of members holding or pursuing leader-
ship positions or higher offices? One possibility is that most House members 
eventually become a committee chair, run for higher office, or are appointed 
as a high-ranking administration official. In reality, that is not the case. As a 
comparison group, consider the 1994 House Republican freshmen class that 
brought about the Republican revolution. Even with a more expansive under-
standing of political ambition (e.g., being appointed as a federal judge), only 
44 percent held a chairmanship or sought a higher office.

Finding historical moments where we can observe variation in partisan 
intensity is challenging. However, the places where we can plausibly assess 
how and why some members shoulder the party’s work provide additional 
context for the arguments we present. Social media makes studying this topic 
easier. It does not mean it created the concepts we study here.

Looking Forward: Twitter and Measuring Partisan Intensity

In that vein, a central argument of this book is that partisan intensity, the rela-
tive level of team play that members engage in, is important as it helps explain 
congressional politics in ways that other concepts cannot. We operationalize 
it using posts from the social media microblogging site Twitter. At the time, 
Twitter was the predominate place where legislators regularly communicated 
with their constituents. To be fair, it was not the only way. They also used 
newsletters, press releases, and other social media sites to disseminate their 
messages. But the sheer number of posts, the near ubiquitous use, and its high-
profile nature due to Donald Trump’s omnipresence on the platform made 
Twitter the best, most comprehensive source to document this concept.

Social media sites lead short lives, and even as we write, it seems Twitter, 
now branded X, is at the beginning of its end as a centralized hub for politi-
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cians’ communications to their constituents. That does not mean the idea of 
partisan intensity dies with it. Rather, we contend that it has always existed in 
Congress, likely ebbing and flowing with the times. Indeed, if we were start-
ing this project right now, in 2025, we would likely collect data from multiple 
social media websites, as the places lawmakers post has balkanized. For the six 
years we analyze, Twitter as it existed then, members’ widespread use of the 
platform, and advances in computational social science simply made it possi-
ble for us to operationalize and examine partisan intensity. Even though tweets 
may not be the way legislators display their partisan personas in the coming 
years, this behavior will persist on other social media websites. By facilitat-
ing constant messaging opportunities, platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and 
whatever comes next allow lawmakers to broadcast their participation in the 
partisan bickering, and perhaps even to incentivize more of it, that was much 
less visible in the past. As such, we hope political scientists will continue to 
consider and measure partisan intensity’s importance, even if it involves data 
that is different than what we present here.

Final Thoughts

Congress scholars have spilled a great deal of ink thinking about when, and 
even if, partisanship matters. In many cases, partisanship has been conceptual-
ized as if a legislator votes with their party on the floor. That certainly is a type 
of partisan behavior, and one that is easily measured. In our view, it is only a 
conceptual snippet and includes a fair amount of measurement error. Team 
play on Capitol Hill happens during floor votes but more often occurs off the 
record in the daily bickering and cheerleading that permeates the institution. 
Our focus on this day-to-day partisanship captures dynamics that votes and 
formal speeches do not and even predicts that behavior.

Congressional partisanship is like oxygen. It is essential and omnipresent, 
but its concentration varies. Sometimes it is intense, defining conflict and 
pulling in lawmakers inclined to support their side. In other cases, it exists in 
the background, taking a back seat to ideology or local, parochial concerns. 
Understanding when and why partisanship matters, and its consequences, has 
been our goal in this book.

People worry a lot about partisanship. They are right to be alarmed, but 
not always for the reasons that are commonly cited. Partisanship is not break-
ing the legislative process or hobbling the institution. Congress has adapted 
to a hyper-partisan environment and continues to pass significant amounts of 
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policy and to spend increasingly large sums of money. What we view as prob-
lematic is that to become powerful, a legislator generally needs to be a good 
team player. More pathways to power in Washington, DC—besides via the 
parties, and through avenues that emphasize legislating and developing exper-
tise—will improve the institution. The old systems that decentralized power 
in the mid-20th century were problematic and not the way forward. But as 
Congress evolves, new avenues to influence, whether it be through caucuses, 
committees, or something else, can provide a counterweight to partisanship 
when it runs amok.
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Notes

C H A P T E R  1

	 1.	 Twitter, now called X, is a social network that allows users to post short, public 
messages.
	 2.	 Throughout the book, we present tweets as they were written, including spell-
ing and grammar errors. Additionally, we refer to these posts as tweets, which is what 
they were called when written.
	 3.	 As of writing, we do not know who sent those posts.
	 4.	 The analysis of aggregate media statistics comes from searching the ProQuest 
Central database for news articles related to the SCIF incident.
	 5.	 Per the ProQuest Central database, only 10 or so media pieces, on TV, in news-
papers or magazines, mentioned the event in the days after October 24. Although it was 
discussed rarely through the first week of November, by early November, Republicans 
began using the SCIF to try to discredit the impeachment on transparency grounds 
while ignoring the October 23 stunt.
	 6.	 The extent of, reasoning for, and durability of these differences are explored in 
a wide range of settings. More optimistic accounts suggest that factual disagreements 
are about partisan cheerleading and that over time partisans’ views eventually converge 
to the truth (Bullock et al. 2013; Hill 2017; Stimson and Wager 2020).
	 7.	 Others have documented how partisanship has changed lawmaking at the col-
lective level, especially during the agenda-setting and negotiation phases of lawmaking. 
As we discuss throughout the book, at the individual level, a member’s partisan inten-
sity is not strongly correlated with their ability to attract cosponsors for their bills or 
their overall legislative effectiveness. However, we note here and later that Republicans 
who voted against certifying the 2020 election, a textbook definition of partisan behav-
ior, subsequently suffered a significant decrease in these areas (Curry and Roberts, 
forthcoming).
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	 8.	 Other types of congressional communications do not share these features. Con-
stituents must subscribe to newsletters. Press releases are sent much less frequently 
than social media posts and do not allow for the same types of interactions between 
users.
	 9.	 In February 2023, Musk also ended free use of the Twitter/X application pro-
gramming interface, which forced us to conclude our data collection. We use data from 
the 117th Congress in the final chapter.
	 10.	 For an accessible review on the early formation of congressional political par-
ties, see chapter 3 in Aldrich (1995).
	 11.	 Increasingly this is true of Senate chairs as well, as we note in chapter 2.

C H A P T E R  2

	 1.	 He also suggests that the first presidents’ skepticism of parties was hypocritical. 
When winning their terms in office, presidents like Madison had no problem encourag-
ing party unity but returned “to their denunciations of it after every defeat” (Van Buren 
1867, 5).
	 2.	 Gaining political influence has both individual components (e.g., becoming a 
committee leader) and collective ones (e.g., serving as a committee chair, which is 
more valuable than being the ranking member). As we detail below, both factors, mov-
ing up in Washington, DC, and serving in the majority party, are related to changes in 
a member’s partisan intensity.
	 3.	 It is worth noting that even at its height in usage, most Americans did not use 
Twitter (Dinesh and Odabas 2023). Our argument does not depend on how many vot-
ers saw a tweet when it was posted. Rather, the public nature of social media is the 
essential component.
	 4.	 Even members in marginal seats must satisfy primary electorates made up of 
strong partisans. This likely creates a floor of partisan fidelity, which provides a ratio-
nale for why this behavior is ubiquitous.
	 5.	 The correlation between a member’s party unity voting score and their seat 
safety is 0.4. The correlation between seat safety and our measure of partisan intensity 
is 0.32. These are calculated using the partisan intensity and seat safety measures that 
we outline in chapters 3 and 5.
	 6.	 Moran consistently rated around the 10th percentile in his partisanship, while 
Roberts hovered around the 75th.
	 7.	 Writing at the same time, Mayhew (1974) has similar insight. Like Fiorina, he 
argues that members are not vote maximizers, but seek to “win comfortably” (47). 
They do this by adopting a minimax strategy, where they adopt public behaviors that 
minimize the chance they lose on Election Day. Yet unlike Fiorina, Mayhew does not 
think about how those with comfortable margins act in Congress after achieving them. 
His focus is on how they maintain such margins in the face of future uncertainty. How-
ever, implicitly, he seems to agree with Fiorina. Members winning by comfortable mar-
gins are unlikely to place much effort in gaining more votes but instead maintain their 
comfortable margin. He does not expand on what they do instead, but it is reasonable 
to interpret that they engage in other activities, like pursuing powerful positions or 
writing public policy.



2RPP

	 Notes to Pages 25–36	 187

	 8.	 This measure, which is calculated for the districts in our sample, is based on the 
vote share the presidential candidate from the incumbent’s party received in the past 
two elections (Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002).
	 9.	 The chamber’s flipping control is not necessarily correlated with narrow majori-
ties, but as Lee (2016) convincingly shows, members’ behaviors change as majority size 
decreases.
	 10.	 Other less-trodden avenues exist, such as leading influential caucuses or build-
ing a support base among a certain segment of the party. These strategies may rely on 
displaying different behaviors like ideological extremity or even stoking within-party 
disagreement.
	 11.	 We acknowledge two other paths to influence. First, members spend years cul-
tivating their power in committees by leading subcommittees and developing issue 
expertise. Besides moving up the committee system, another option is members can 
lead important caucuses or legislative service organizations. These positions certainly 
matter and can be influential; however, the logic for being promoted into leading them 
is more idiosyncratic and varies based on their membership and goals.
	 12.	 Following others, when we discuss leaders through this chapter, we mean those 
in the party leadership structure as well as the party’s top-ranking member on a com-
mittee (Cox and McCubbins 2005). Recognizing that incentives for partisan team play 
may differ between these two groups, we analyze them separately in the empirical 
section.
	 13.	 Committees vary in their bipartisan reputations. Appropriations and Armed 
Services in both chambers, for example, are often seen as bastions of relative comity. 
Yet in recent years, and during the time we examine, many of these formerly colle-
gial committees have become venues for intense ideological and partisan disputes 
(e.g., Price 2013). Nevertheless, we acknowledge these differences but argue that the 
selection process, not the committee’s jurisdiction, is what increases leaders’ partisan 
intensity.
	 14.	 Recent leadership selection to the Senate Judiciary Committee suggests par-
tisanship may play a role for both parties. Lindsey Graham was selected to lead the 
Republicans after his fierce defense of Brett Kavanaugh’s confirmation. Dianne Fein-
stein (D-CA) stepped down as the lead Democrat on the Senate Judiciary Committee 
after being widely criticized for not more stridently opposing Amy Coney Barrett’s 
late-term Supreme Court confirmation (“Sen. Feinstein Announces She Will Not Seek 
Judiciary Chair” 2020). Of course, the Senate Judiciary Committee is such a unique 
panel that we are not willing to generalize beyond these recent cases.
	 15.	 The cohort argument is usually made about specific cohorts. However, wave 
cohorts may differ in how they came to office, like whether they mostly replace former 
members in their own party, flip marginal districts, or emerge due to a broader realign-
ment. We do not seek to adjudicate the partisan behavior of specific cohorts, and in the 
subsequent chapters, we test these related arguments in a number of ways. Addition-
ally, these cohort hypotheses often conflate partisanship with polarization, although 
as Theriault (2013) argues, it is often impossible to distinguish between the two.
	 16.	 Congressional Democrats’ reaction to Republicans who voted against certi-
fying Joe Biden’s 2020 presidential election win are a good example of this. Prior to 
these votes, Democrats would seek bipartisan partners, no matter their partisan inten-
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sity. But, after the January 6 insurrection, many Democrats refused to cooperate with 
the Republicans who voted against certifying the election. Democrats’ explanations 
emphasize that before January 6, they would work with anyone and cite various part-
nerships with partisan and ideological extreme Republicans (Caldwell 2021).
	 17.	 See Costa (2020) for an alternative view on whether primary voters are moti-
vated by partisan animosity. Others have studied this balancing act between reelection 
and primary constituencies by examining legislator ideology, not partisanship (Brady, 
Han, and Pope 2011).
	 18.	 See Gelman (2020b) for an in-depth treatment of partisanship during Kavana-
ugh’s confirmation.

C H A P T E R  3

	 1.	 His lack of success may owe to his career as a federal judge ending after being 
impeached and removed from the bench by Congress for bribery and perjury.
	 2.	 From this perspective, partisanship is zero-sum. However, situations can arise 
in which partisan behavior can benefit the opposition party. One example might be 
presidential election endorsements producing counter-mobilizing behavior. Thus, an 
even more precise definition is behavior intended to support your party and harm the 
other party, even if doing so sometimes produces unintended consequences.
	 3.	 Most Republicans rarely spoke in opposition to the president, and if they did, it 
was in some extraordinary situations. A few notable exceptions, such as Justin Amash 
(who eventually left the party), Mitt Romney, Liz Cheney, and Adam Kinzinger (both 
late in Trump’s term), stand out as exceptions.
	 4.	 In our initial coding of congressional tweets, we tracked cross-partisan posts. 
They accounted for 0.4 percent of the data (82 out of 20,000).
	 5.	 A good example is the literature on party voting. Party cohesiveness is studied 
from a partisan perspective in which leadership induces the rank and file to act as a 
voting bloc on the floor, often overriding reluctant members’ ideological preferences 
(Lawrence, Maltzman, and Smith 2006). It is also studied from an ideological one in 
which scholars track partisan differences in DW-NOMINATE scores over time. Rob-
erts and Smith (2003) nicely capture how these terms are used as synonyms. They note 
that “no feature of congressional politics during the past three decades has received 
more notice than the increase in partisanship” (305), which in their conceptualization 
is partisan polarization.
	 6.	 The Republicans who voted to impeach or convict Trump and the Democrats 
who voted against impeachment acted in a bipartisan way.
	 7.	 See the final passage vote on 116-HJRes-107.
	 8.	 Democrats’ nuking of the filibuster for lower court and executive branch nomi-
nees was an equally partisan move.
	 9.	 See his floor speech on March 26, 2019.
	 10.	 An important strand in this literature considers how disciplined parties are in 
their floor voting. In these studies, the unit is measured at the party level and assesses 
the caucus’s strength, cohesion, or discipline (McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2001; 
Krehbiel 2000).
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	 11.	 An implicit assumption in these studies is that bipartisanship is the antithesis to 
partisanship.
	 12.	 Russell’s (2018, 2020) research analyzes Twitter posts and, as we discuss below, 
does not have the measurement challenges as these other approaches.
	 13.	 Partisan agenda control presents a problem for using amendments to measure 
partisanship. Reynolds (2017) recognizes this problem and uses data on Senate vote-
a-ramas to study partisan amending activity.
	 14.	 See 116-HRes-755 and roll call votes 695 and 696.
	 15.	 Another concern might be that older legislators, especially during the period we 
are studying, knew very little about social media or were less likely to use it. However, 
the data does not bear this out. The correlation between the total number of tweets a 
legislator posted during a congressional term and their age is 0.12.
	 16.	 Even if some tweets are deleted, what remains is the partisan intensity a legisla-
tor wishes to publicly display. In addition, as we have largely collected data in real time 
over the period in question, our data includes tweets that may have been deleted after 
the fact.
	 17.	 Our data excludes 19 legislators who removed their accounts before we could 
collect their tweets. We also exclude members who sent fewer than 50 tweets during a 
congressional term. While Twitter use is nearly ubiquitous, these low-usage legislators 
may not use the platform as a consistent means of communication. All of our results 
are substantively similar if we include these low-usage members. See the supplemen-
tary materials in Gelman and Wilson (2022) for lists of members not included in the 
analyses.
	 18.	 The House and Senate have established rules for how members can use their 
official accounts. Generally speaking, legislators can only use their official Twitter 
account for business related to their position and not for campaigning (Straus and 
Glassman 2016). We include all accounts, as it presents the most comprehensive record 
of a member’s partisan brand and legislators vary in which account type they most 
frequently use.
	 19.	 Besides explicitly partisan language and events, we also classify certain cam-
paign rhetoric as partisan. We argue tweets that ask followers to vote for a candidate, 
ask them to volunteer for their campaign, or announce an endorsement are inherently 
partisan. Such campaign rhetoric constitutes 4 percent of partisan tweets.
	 20.	 We coded a random sample of 1,000 partisan tweets by category. Mentions of 
the president, his administration, or prominent officials were the most common type 
of partisan post (48 percent). The explicit use of partisan labels (21 percent) was the 
second most common type.
	 21.	 Information on intercoder reliability is presented in the supplementary material 
in Gelman and Wilson (2022).
	 22.	 As we note in our earlier work on this topic, “the settings described are very 
typical for these applications, and the results are robust to adding more layers or tweak-
ing the particular parameterizations. For parsimony, we use the simplest settings for 
the results” (Gelman and Wilson 2022, 251).
	 23.	 The overall results of our findings are robust to not using this technique; how-
ever, through iterative testing it improves the out-of-sample accuracy of the neural 
nets.
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	 24.	 In our hand-coded sample, the most common link is to a picture of a constituent 
meeting.
	 25.	 One concern is that this approach might introduce more false positives. We 
examined this by taking a random sample of 1,500 links. Less than 1 percent were 
coded as false positives. The rest accurately captured an otherwise miscoded partisan 
tweet and reclassified it as such.
	 26.	 We also trained independent neural nets on each Congress to evaluate whether 
it would be better to treat each Congress independently for classification purposes. 
Overall, the single unified neural net performed marginally better across the board, 
and so we opted for its usage.
	 27.	 Second-dimension DW-NOMINATE scores are even more weakly correlated 
(−0.07) than first-dimension ones.

C H A P T E R  4

	 1.	 We explicitly avoid using the term “negative partisanship,” which has a very 
different meaning in political behavior research.
	 2.	 Legislators certainly think it does, because as exhaustively documented by 
political scientists, they strategically and predictably vary their tones and emotional 
appeals (e.g., Gelman, Wilson, and Petrarca 2021; Macdonald, Russell, and Hua 2023; 
Russell 2021).
	 3.	 This literature is large, with active debates about whether affective polarization’s 
origins are social or policy based, what causes these views, and how it can be reduced. 
See Iyengar et al. (2019) for a recent review.
	 4.	 In this case, we use the term “nonpartisan” to mean any tweet not classified as 
partisan. These tweets could have no partisan content, bipartisan, or cross-partisan.
	 5.	 The differences between all these values are statistically significant at the p < 
0.0001 level.
	 6.	 See Mechkova and Wilson (2019) for the details of the tweets from the Ameri-
can public, from which we borrowed the random samples.
	 7.	 Or, hypothetically, it means a member is entirely neutral in their partisan tone, 
which is never the case.
	 8.	 One possibility is that members who are more extreme in tone and/or intensity 
are just “more online.” The chapter’s appendix includes a bubble chart, where each data 
point corresponds to the number of tweets a legislator posts in a congressional term. 
That plot shows little relationship between social media activity and partisan tone or 
intensity.
	 9.	 We explored creating these measures based on party (e.g., the most partisan 
Democrats or Republicans) but sought to avoid false equivalencies that might arise 
where a bickerer in one party is much less negative or partisan than a bickerer in the 
other party. These sorts of asymmetries are worth exploring more, not papering over 
with party-specific groupings.
	 10.	 We created these categories based on whether members were one standard 
deviation above the mean in intensity and above or below the mean in partisan tone. 
The correlation between a standard deviation approach and the one we define in the 
text is as follows: Warriors—0.70, Opportunists—0.53, Cheerleaders—0.82.
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	 11.	 Trump subsequently appointed him director of the Office of Management and 
Budget.
	 12.	 Figure 4.3 is from a standardized regression model, where the mean of each 
variable is set at 0 and the standard deviation at 1.
	 13.	 Any results we find might stem from how we defined our categories, and in par-
ticular, we might misclassify opportunists just on the cutoff with bickerers and cheer-
leaders. To test this possibility, in table 4.6 we include an analysis where we shrink 
the definition of opportunists to those in middle 40th percentile in tone and expand 
the bickerer and cheerleader categories to include members who were close to our 
original cutoffs. Both models are estimated with robust standard errors clustered by 
member. We do not include Congress fixed effects, as doing so prevented the models 
from converging.
	 14.	 Table 4.4 is based on the percentage change in the odds of a legislator being a 
partisan type and is calculated using a Z-test.
	 15.	 The p-value for seat safety distinguishing between opportunists and cheerlead-
ers is 0.1.

C H A P T E R  5

	 1.	 For instance, on December 19, 2019, he tweeted, “Whether you agree with 
impeachment or not, Trump Derangement Syndrome has reached a new level. House 
Democrats refusing to send the Articles of Impeachment to the Senate because they 
don’t like the way we may do the trial—that is just scary.”
	 2.	 As Caldera (2020) notes, Graham maintains he did nothing wrong.
	 3.	 Graham and Chuck Grassley (R-IA) traded the chairmanship over three Con-
gresses as they cycled between leading the Judiciary and Finance Committees. More-
over, Senate chairs are not selected by rank-and-file copartisans, but Graham’s selec-
tion as Judiciary Committee chair by his fellow Republican committee members was 
based on his partisan goals of confirming judges and investigating the Clinton and 
Biden campaigns (Levine 2019; Zwirz 2019).
	 4.	 In chapter 2, we discuss how Senate committee leaders may not be selected by 
rank-and-file copartisans. We use this institutional variation to test our claims about 
power seeking later in this chapter.
	 5.	 See our discussion in chapter 2 for a review of these arguments. An additional 
argument is that those who fear a primary challenge adopt more partisan personas. 
We address this possibility in chapter 7. Additionally, a recent primary challenge could 
change an incumbent’s behavior. We don’t think this is likely, as the conventional wis-
dom is that members fear a future primary challenge, not a past one. However, we 
examined whether a quality primary challenger affected partisan intensity in the 115th 
and 116th terms. The coefficient was negative, not positive, signed, meaning a quality 
challenger in the last election reduces subsequent partisan intensity. Moreover, the 
coefficient was not statistically significant (p = 0.27).
	 6.	 We do not include senators continuing as committee leaders, because as we 
previously discuss, Senate committee leaders are not selected by the caucuses and 
conferences.
	 7.	 The articles we reviewed suggest this sometimes happens. For instance, very 
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early in this process, candidates’ names may be floated, probably by their own offices, 
but they never run for the leadership position.
	 8.	 The only case in which a House member ran for a state-level office other than 
governor was Keith Ellison (D-MN), who ran for Minnesota’s attorney general (Xavier 
Becerra was appointed California’s attorney general).
	 9.	 The count model does not include the total tweets covariate since it is included 
as the exposure term. Our results are robust to a regression model that uses the natural 
log of partisan tweets as the dependent variable. In addition, a zero-inflation specifica-
tion is unnecessary in the count model because the nearly universal usage of Twitter 
by members of Congress means there is no zero inflation in the data.
	 10.	 Measuring the low-ranking party leader variable by chamber, by creating an 
interaction term between the Senate and low-ranking party leader variables, does 
not change the results. The effect in the House is stronger but is still not statistically 
significant.
	 11.	 A one standard deviation change in terms served has less than a 1 percent 
effect on partisan intensity. The effect in table 5.3 can be interpreted as the difference 
between freshmen and the longest serving members.
	 12.	 A one standard deviation increase in seat safety increases partisan intensity by 
about 2 percent.
	 13.	 Top House leadership was fairly stable, especially on the Democratic side. How-
ever, top positions were contested, like Tim Ryan (D-OH) challenging Nancy Pelosi 
(D-CA) for minority leader in 2016, Diana DeGette (D-CO) running against Jim Cly-
burn for House whip, and Jim Jordan (R-OH) challenging Kevin McCarthy for the 
minority leader position in 2018. For lower-level positions, House races were hotly 
contested, often with multiple candidates.
	 14.	 Patty Murray’s (D-WA) elevation to assistant minority leader when Dick Durbin 
(D-IL) became whip is the most prominent example.
	 15.	 It is possible that partisanship driven by reelection considerations works dif-
ferently in the Senate than in the House. Since only one-third of the Senate runs in an 
election year, those facing their voters may change their partisan intensity differently 
than senators not on the ballot. We examined this possibility by interacting a dummy 
variable for those running for reelection with our reelection covariates. We found no 
evidence that being the Senate class facing voters had an effect on partisan intensity.
	 16.	 These models include some collinearity among the majority party, president’s 
party, Republican, and Congress fixed effects variables, which requires us to estimate 
more restricted models. By dropping the Republican and Congress fixed effects, we are 
able to retain our main reelection and promotion-seeking variables of interest in the 
models.
	 17.	 Walorski tragically passed away in 2022 in a car crash, so we cannot further track 
how her and Smith’s careers may have diverged.
	 18.	 We exclude the Senate, since during these six years, we did not document any 
losers for party or committee leadership positions and committee leadership positions 
are not selected by the party caucus/conference.
	 19.	 When we include the Senate winners, there is no difference between winners 
and losers when they are both running (0.28 and 0.27, respectively). Winners’ intensity 
is 0.31, while losers’ intensity is 0.29 (p = 0.27).
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	 20.	 All won their elections except Martha McSally, who ran and lost but was then 
appointed to the Senate by Arizona’s governor to fill a vacant seat. The seven winners 
were Van Hollen, Young, Duckworth, Cramer, Blackburn, Sinema, and Rosen.
	 21.	 The data for the losers was collected from OpenSecrets’ “casualty lists” for the 
114th and 115th Congresses.
	 22.	 A one-tailed t-test produces a p-value of 0.053.
	 23.	 Given the extremely small sample size, removing Sanders and/or Van Hollen 
from the sample produces much smaller p-values.
	 24.	 Since Senate seats cannot be redrawn, we only analyze House members in this 
section.
	 25.	 Of course, a second reason partisanship might decrease if seats were more com-
petitive is that more partisan members would lose reelection more often!
	 26.	 Our data does not include a redistricting cycle, so we cannot do an in-depth 
analysis with exogenous changes in district competition. However, the 2022 midterm 
elections, taking place under new maps, will be the first case where partisan intensity 
data measured using social media posts can be used to determine if the changing dis-
trict competitiveness affects incumbents’ partisan intensity.

C H A P T E R  6

	 1.	 We only include bills that are cosponsored. For ones without cosponsors, set-
ting those values to zero would misrepresent the number of perfectly balanced cospon-
sorship coalitions in the data.
	 2.	 We explored other measures to account for the size of the cosponsorship coali-
tion. For instance, one that multiplies the number of total sponsors and the measure 
we describe above suggests that higher partisan intensity may be associated with 
larger, more partisan cosponsorship coalitions. However, all of these alternative mea-
sures have their own measurement and interpretation issues, so we focus on the more 
straightforward one we present in the text.
	 3.	 Since partisan intensity and bill introductions/cosponsorships are co-
occurring, using a member’s lagged partisan intensity might help identify the variable’s 
effect. In specifications with the lagged term, we find substantively similar results.
	 4.	 These variables are based on Volden and Wiseman (2014) and Stewart and 
Woon (2022a, 2022b) data. Including the lagged legislative effectiveness drops the 
entire 114th Congress. When we omit this variable, which allows us to include one-
third of our data, we find substantively similar results.
	 5.	 Our main results are the same in models subset on representatives or senators.
	 6.	 Congressional Quarterly calculates party unity scores annually, so we estimated 
annual partisanship scores for these models.
	 7.	 Presidential DW-NOMINATE scores are based on the votes they take public 
positions on. As such, they are constructed from the same votes used to calculate presi-
dential support scores. This creates the exact endogeneity problem that Jackson and 
Kingdon (1992) caution about. CFscores are derived from campaign contributions and 
are highly correlated with DW-NOMINATE scores (Bonica 2014).
	 8.	 Our results are robust to models that include year dummies.
	 9.	 In fact, conventional wisdom in Congress is that the opposite happens. Majority 
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parties are more likely to withhold credit-claiming opportunities from minority party 
members in marginal districts. This would show up in table 6.3 as stronger partisans 
being more effective legislators. However, we do not find evidence for this either.
	 10.	 Section headings are not consistently formatted in bills. Yet, similarly or iden-
tically titled sections are much more likely to include the same policy topic. Subset-
ting on the first 100 characters addresses this lack of formatting and captures common 
2-grams in the title and, in some cases, the first few lines of the section. Although this 
measure is not perfectly capturing section title similarity, it substantially improves the 
decision tree’s classification of sections containing the same policy ideas.
	 11.	 This measure is based on the cleaned sections, which has stop words removed 
and is a count of the section’s characters.
	 12.	 To account for these differences, the cleaned corpus included dollar amounts 
and percentages.
	 13.	 Lower values for depth may lead to underfitting, which will produce a more 
conservative match for whether two ideas are the same.

C H A P T E R  7

	 1.	 Because of the lagged measures, we drop one-third of our data (the entire 114th 
Congress) in these analyses.
	 2.	 This includes variables that measure the change in personal income, presidential 
popularity, and whether the upcoming election is a midterm race.
	 3.	 We also estimate both models with party unity scores and find similar results.
	 4.	 Following both of these previous studies, we exclude members who received 
over 99 percent of the vote.
	 5.	 The Canes-Wrone et al. and the Koger and Lebo models focus on House mem-
bers. Our House-specific models produce very similar results.
	 6.	 The second-stage equation is as follows:

IncumbentVoteit

= τ2t + γ1Unityit + β0 + β1Districtit + β2Challengerit
+ β3SpendGapit + β4Freshmanit + β5President’sPartyit
+ B6IncumbentVoteShareit–1 + B7114thCongress
+ B8115thCongress + vit

The first-stage equation is as follows:

Unityit = τit + δ1Districtit + δ2Challengerit + δ3SpendGapit + δ4Freshmanit
+ δ5President’sPartyit + δ6IncumbentVoteShareit–1
+ δ7114thCongress + δ8115thCongress + θ1Extermismit
+ θ2Unityit–1

	 7.	 A concern with our model is that we omit the actual party unity score, which 
Koger and Lebo (2017) use as their main measure of partisanship. In other words, 
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a member’s voting, not their partisan intensity, is what creates the penalty. We find 
the exact opposite. In models where we instrument for party unity score and partisan 
intensity, including the lagged values for both, only the intensity measure is negative 
and statistically significant. Moreover, it has a much larger effect than the vote score. 
This suggests that at least during this time, partisan persona plays a larger role in vote 
share than aggregate partisan voting records.
	 8.	 A second way to assess if members pay an electoral penalty is to see if partisan 
intensity is correlated with winning a general election. Our argument is that maintain-
ers can safely adopt more partisan behaviors without worrying about losing on Elec-
tion Day. In fact, that is exactly what we see in the data. The only maintainer who lost 
was Mike Honda (D-CA) to a fellow Democrat in California’s top-two primary system. 
Reflecting our argument, only maximizers lost and those who won tended to lower 
their partisan intensities. However, more complex models that try to parse out this dif-
ference, like subsetting election results on maintainers to see if they pay the ultimate 
political penalty for their partisanship, have no observations.
	 9.	 We do not have an expectation for the sign on the Partisan Tone variable, as we 
are agnostic about whether negative partisan tone is punished or rewarded in districts 
with a perfect partisan split.
	 10.	 One way partisanship may affect primary challenges that fall outside our large-N 
statistical approach is when legislators are expected to fall in line during very high-
profile events. Those who do not do so risk being primaried. A recent example of this 
is Republicans who voted to impeach Trump after the events of January 6 attracted 
primary challenges and in most cases lost. We acknowledge this occurs but note that 
members know this too, so except in rare cases, they will adopt the party line, although 
some studies have explored similar situations (e.g., Nyhan et al. 2012).

C H A P T E R  8

	 1.	 Some may argue that these changes are due to ideological polarization, not 
partisanship. We remind our readers that these concepts are often intertwined, and 
as Lee (2009) shows, many of the issues that generate partisan acrimony have no real 
ideological content.
	 2.	 After all, majority parties in modern American politics do not try to impeach 
presidents from their own party.
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