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Primary Elections and Candidate Ideology:
Out of Step with the Primary Electorate?

This article draws on a new dataset of House primary- and general-election
outcomes (1956-98) to examine the relationship between primary elections and
candidate ideology. We show that, like presidential candidates, congressional candi-
dates face a strategic-positioning dilemma: should they align themselves with their
general- or primary-election constituencies? Relative to general-election voters,
primary voters favor more ideologically extreme candidates, We show that congres-
sional candidates handle the dilemma by positioning themselves closer to the primary
electorate. This article thus supports the idea that primaries pull candidates away
from median district preferences.

Congtressional primaries have recently received more attention
as a potential source of increasingly polarized candidate behavior (see,
for example, Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2001; Fiorina 1999;
Galderisi, Ezra, and Lyons 2001; Hacker and Pierson 2005; and
McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006). Yet we still lack a systematic
exploration of congressional primary elections and their effect on
candidate behavior. Some formal models specify the conditions under
which candidates are likely to diverge ideologically (for example,
Aldrich 1983, Alesina 1988, Calvert 1985, and Wittman 1977), and
some early empirical work indicates that candidates respond to pri-
mary-election constituencies differently than they do general-election
constituencies, especially in the Senate (for instance, Brady and
Schwartz 1995; Burden 2001; Francis et al. 1994; Gerber and Morton
1998; and Schmidt, Kenny, and Morton 1996). This article builds on
this literature and a newly assembled dataset of al] House primary-
election returns from 1956 to 1998, to examine systematically the
relationship between primary elections and candidates’ policy positions.
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Much of the intuition about primary elections and their effect on
candidate behavior comes from our knowledge of presidential
primaries. In presidential elections, primary voters are often more ideo-
logically extreme than are general-election voters (Norrander 1989;
Polsby and Wildavsky 1978),' and delegates to presidential-nominating
conventions are more extreme than the broader electorate (McClosky,
Hoffman, and O’Hara 1960; Soule and McGrath 1975; Stone and
Rapoport 1994). This divergence between the two constituencies
presents presidential candidates with a strategic dilemma: how can
they please the primary constituency enough to secure the nomination,
but still maintain electability in the general election? Existing research
indicates that presidential candidates respond to this strategic dilemma
by moving toward their primary base to secure the nomination (Aldrich
1995; Polsby and Wildavsky 2004; Schlesinger 1991).2

In principle, this story should also apply at the congressional
level, where candidates face a similar two-stage election. Do congres-
sional candidates also diverge from the general-election constituency
and steer toward their primary base? To answer this question, we must
answer two preliminary questions: (1) Do congressional candidates
face a strategic-positioning dilemma between divergent primary and
general electorates? and (2) If the primary- and general-election
constituencies diverge in congressional elections, then how do
congressional candidates respond to the strategic dilemma?

This article examines each question in turn. First, we argue that
congressional candidates do, in fact, face an important strategic-
positioning dilemma. We show that primary constituencies tend to favor
more-exireme candidates than do general-election constituencies, and
challengers create a credible electoral threat for incumbents by catering
to the primary constituency. Second, we argue that, given this strategic
dilemma, congressional candidates hew to the preferences of the
primary constituency. We show that primary losses are most likely to
occur among ideologically moderate legislators who diverge from the
primary constituency—but these losses are strikingly rare. In addition,
we find that candidates learn, over time, to position themselves close
enough to the primary constituency to ward off electoral defeat.

In the next section, we discuss in greater depth the strategic
dilemma faced by congressional candidates. We £0 on to examine
empirically the nature of the strategic-positioning dilemma, including
the divergence between the primary- and general-election constituen-
cies and the behavior of primary challengers. We then address the
question of candidate response to this strategic dilemma. We rely
primarily on data collected from America Votes, which includes the
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vote totals of all candidates running in congressional electi_ons
(primaries and generals) between 1956 and 1998.% In the final section,
we conclude and outline the continuing research project.

Strategic Choices in Congressional Primaries

Examining the relationship between congressional prirnaries gnd
candidate positioning involves a two-part argument. Before considering
what the rational ideological position of the candidate is, we must ﬁr_st
consider whether or not congressional candidates face a real strategic
dilemma in how to position themselves between the two const@tuenqies.
Are there truly two distinct constituencies that force the candldateT into
a strategic choice? For a strategic dilemma to exist for a congres;pnal
candidate, the preferences of the primary electorate must be distinct
from the preferences of the general electorate, and there must be a
credible threat of electoral loss presented by a primary challenger.
Previous research on the Senate has found some empirical support fc_)r
this two-constituency hypothesis (Brady and Schwartz 1995; Francis
et al. 1994; Gerber and Morton 1998; Schmidt, Kenny, and Mor’lcon
1696), but research on the House remains scant, partly because ﬁndmg
consistent data on House primary constituencies and challengers is
difficult. Nonetheless, we can derive three key observable hypotheses
that would indicate the presence of a strategic positioning dilemma.

First, candidates who are at, or too close to, the preferences of
their general-election constituency should fare worse in primary
elections. Previous research has shown that candidates who are out of
line with the general district constituency are more likely to lose in the
general election {Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002). ;f there are
two distinet constituencies, then candidates who do well in one (the
general) should do worse in the other (the primary). Second, ideglog1-
cally moderate candidates should be more likely to attract primary
opposition. Divergent preferences in the primary electorate present a
threat to the incumbent only if primary challenges are somehow tied
to ideology. If primary challengers never punished incumbentg for ideq-
logical moderation, then the strategic dilemma would not exist even if
voter preferences diverged. Third, primary challengers shguld position

themselves close to the preferences of the primary-election constitu-
ency. Incumbents face a credible threat of loss only when chgllengers
cater to the primary constituency. Then incumbents are punished fgr
ideolegical moderation with more ideologically based challenges in
the primary. If these three conditions hold, then they wou_ld subs_tgntn_ate
the idea that congressional candidates face a strategic-positioning



82 David W. Brady, Hahrie Han, and Jeremy C. Pope

dilemma. The first demonstrates a divergence in the preferences of the
two constituencies, and the next two show that a credible threat of
electoral loss exists (in spite of the fact that few incumbents actually
lose primary elections).* '

Once we have established the existence of a strategic dilemma,
our basic problem becomes one of candidate positioning. If the primary-
and general-clection constituencies diverge, then candidates must
decide where to position themselves between the two. Obviously,
candidates might try to use Richard Nixon’s strategy of “run to the
right” in the primaries and then “run to the middle” in the general
election. But this strategy seems challenging for congressional candi-
dates, since congressional incumbents (the focus of this study and most
others in the congressional-elections literature) build up a single, much
longer legislative record than do presidential candidates. In addition,
because most congressional elections are low-salience affairs for the
general public, they become even mote salient for small groups of
primary voters (Key 1956), who would recognize—and likely punish—
a candidate who tried to straddle the line between the two constituen-
cies. This punishment could occur in the primary or the general election,
where elite activists often mobilize other voters and candidates who
are out of step with the electorate are more likely to lose (Canes-Wrone,
Brady, and Cogan 2002). Tacking back and forth between the two
constituencies thus presents a risky choice for risk-averse legislators
(see Mann 1978 for a description of nervous incumbents). Moreover,
candidates have to protect their reputations for reliability. Perceptions
of flip-flopping, or even a lack of clarity about candidate positions,
can hurt candidates in elections (Alvarez 1997).5 It is certainly pos-
sible that, under some circumstances, candidates can portray their
record one way in a primary election and in a different light for the
general election, but there are grave risks involved. At a minimum,
candidates will do what they can to avoid those risks.

How, then, will candidates position themselves? We argue that
congressional candidates, like their presidential counterparts, are forced
to please their primary-election constituency by positioning themselves
away from the median voter. The Downsian model (1957) predicts
that rational candidates will converge to the median voter. A large body
of empirical research has demonstrated, however, that congressional
candidates and parties consistently diverge from each other (see, for
example, Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 200 1; Erikson and Wright
1997, 2005, Poole and Rosenthal 1991; and Shapiro et al. 1990).6
Formal theory has specified a variety of reasons why candidate diver-
gence might emerge from spatial competition, including factors such
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as differential turnout, party activists, potential third-party candidates,
and the policy preferences of candidates themselves (see, for instance,
Aldrich 1983; Enelow and Hinich 1982; Fiorina 1974; Grofman 2004;
Snyder 1994; and Wittman 1977).7 In particular, work by Aranson and
Ordeshook (1972}, Coleman (1971), and Owen and Grofman (2004)
finds that a two-stage electoral process can lead to divergence of can-
didate positions, particularly when the model allows for some strategic
voting among primary voters. When faced with two separate constitu-
encies, in other words, candidates can, under many circumstances,
rationally choose an ideologically more-extreme position.?

This strategic choice is challenging to demonstrate empirically,
since the observable implications of candidates catering to a primary
constituency are difficult to untangle from other potentially polarizing
effects (such as partisanship or personal ideology). Nonetheless, we
can examine data on primary losses and candidate responses to
historical shifts in the number of primary losses. If candidates respond
to the strategic dilemma by steering toward their primary base, then
we should observe two trends. First, primary losses should occur
primarily among ideologically moderate candidates. These candidates
are punished for making the wrong choice, while candidates who cater
to the primary constituency are not. Second, historical change should
have an impact on the decision calculus of congressional candidates:
as candidates learn that primary losses can be a serious threat, the
number of primary losses should decline relative to the number of
general-election losses. In the post-World War II era, the number of
primary losses increased significantly around the late 1960s and early
1970s, perhaps due to the explosion of electioneering among orga-
nized interests. Thus, we expect that since the 1970s, members have
positioned themselves closer to their primary constituencies.

In sum, there are two main parts (o our argument, First, many
congressional candidates face a strategic dilemma in how to position
themselves between the general and primary electorates. Second,
candidates generally respond to this dilemma by hewing to the primary
electorate. Substantiating each of these assertions empirically is
difficult, but we rely on a set of observable conditions that should be
true. To show that the strategic dilemma exists, we demonstrate that
(1) the dynamics of candidate ideology and election outcomes are
opposite in primary elections from what they are in general elections,
(2) ideologically moderate candidates are more likely to draw chal-
lengers, and (3) primary challengers position themselves to the left of
Democratic incumbents and to the right of Republican incumbents. To
show that candidates respond to this dilemma by steering toward their
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primary base, we demonstrate that (1) primary losses are most likely
to occur among ideologically moderate candidates, and (2) congres-
sional candidates learn over time to cater to the primary base.

The Strategic Dilemma between
Primary- and General-Election Constituencies

To determine if a difference exists in the preferences of the
primary constituency and the general constituency, we first looked at
the kinds of candidates who tend to do well in the primary election. As
previously noted, candidates who ideologically stray from their general-
election constituency do worse in general elections (Canes-Wrone,
Brady, and Cogan 2002). The opposite should be true for candidates
in primaries. We developed a measure of the candidate’s distance from
the general-election constituency. Like earlier researchers
(Ansolabehere, Snyder, and Stewart 2000; Canes-Wrone, Brady, and
Cogan 2002; Erikson and Wright 1993, 1997}, we used presidential
vote as a measure of the district’s general preferences.? To measure
distance from the general electorate, we regressed candidate ideology,
measured by first-dimension DW-Nominate scores, on presidential vote
in the district. Figure 1 presents a graph of the results for one fairly
representative year.

In the graph, candidates who are perfectly in step with their con-
stituency are represented as falling very close to the predicted line.
Candidates who diverge from their general-district preferences are
represented above or below the line. The distance between a legislator’s
graphed position and the line (the residual) is 2 measure of the member’s
ideological distance from the general-election constituency. The larger
the residual, the further the member is from the general-election con-
stituency.!” Note that the sign of the residual also matters. In particu-
lar, we expect that Republican candidates pulled by their primary con-
stituencies will (on average) be more conservative than their district
and will be represented above the line (positive residuals). Conversely,
Democratic candidates pulled by their primary constituencies should
generally be more liberal and be graphed below the line (negative re-
siduals). Thus, candidates who have positioned themselves away from
the more-moderate general-election constituency in the expected di-
rection should win a larger share of the primary vote than their coun-
terparts who voted closer to the district median.

The basic model is a regression of the incumbent’s percentage of
the primary vote on the incumbent’s ideological position relative to
the general electorate.!! We ran the regressions separately for each
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FIGURE 1
Scatterplot of Candidate Ideology (DW-Nominate Scores) and
District Preference (Republican Presidential Vote in District) in 1970
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party, since we expected Republicans and Democrats to have effects
in opposite directions. Democrats who are more liberal should be safer
in the primary election, while Republicans who are more conservative
should be safer. In both models, we restricted the sample to contested
races.'? The main independent variable of interest in all three models
is a measure of distance from the general-election constituency. All
three models also included a dichotomous variable for southern states
(defined as the Confederacy) to control for the possibility that the ef-
fects of primary elections are different in the one-party South (Black
and Black 2002), and a second dummy variable for redistricting, since
this process can effectively give the incumbent a new constituency
base and alter the relationship between the incumbent and constitu-
ents." We also included a variable for the number of terms the incum-
bent served in the House, since less-experienced candidates have had
less time to build up their primary constituencies (Fenno 1978). Be-
cause some previous research has found that the ideology of winning
candidates in closed primaries is more extreme than the ideology of
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challengers there are, the more difficult it is to garner large majorities.
For both parties, each additional challenger lowers the incumbent’s primary
vote percentage by approximately 12%. This variable has an interesting
relationship to money. Because of the relatively few years of data avail-
able from the FEC, we Jose approximately half of the cases when we add
the variable for total amount of money raised (second model in Table 1).
Nonetheless, we can see that money is associated with competitiveness,
because margins are lower in the races with high levels of fund-raising,

In addition, among Democrats, the relationship between candi-
date ideology and primary vote margin remains the same: Democratic
incumbents who are ideologically further from their district do better
in the primary. Among Republicans, the sign for our key ideology
variable is still in the right direction, but the significance is dimin-
ished. We suspect that this decrease is due to the loss of a number of
cases and that additional cases would reduce the uncertainty
surrounding this coefficient. In fact, adding total funds raised to the
model increases uncertainty around all of our variables. Tests for
multicollinearity indicated that the total amount of money raised and
the total number of challengers were highly collinear.

For the third model, we thus dropped the total number of chal-
lengers and included only total amount raised. The explanatory power
of the third model decreases considerably, and the substantive effect
of variables like ideological positioning and redistricting increases
considerably. In this model, a one-standard-deviation increase in
conservatism relative to the general district resuits in a 2% jump in
vote margin for Republicans and a 2.5% drop for Democrats. Redis-
tricting now has a huge effect, decreasing Republican vote percent-
ages by about 15% and Democratic vote percentages by 12%. These
results indicate that a key factor in determining the incumbent’s primary
vote margin is the number of challengers the incumbent draws, whether
because of redistricting or ideological positioning.

These findings [ay the groundwork for examining the second
condition necessary for a strategic dilemma to exist, We hypothesized
that candidates who are ideologically more moderate render themselves
vulnerable and are more likely to draw primary opposition. The findings
in Table 2 confirm this hypothesis. We ran a simple regression of the
number of primary challengers on the incumbent’s ideological distance
from the general-election congstituency. We also included controls for
the South, redistricting, senfority, and the incumbent’s vote percentage
in the previous general election and primary election. These variables

all control for competitiveness, helping us to see the independent effect
of candidate ideology.

TABLE 2
Regression of the Number of Primary Challengers

on Candidate Ideology

Primary Elections and Candidate Ideology
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As expected, Democrats who are conservative and Republicans
who are liberal relative to their districts are significantly more likely
to draw primary opposition, Interestingly, candidates with higher vote
margins in the previous general election are slightly more likely to
draw opposition in the primary, even though they are presumably safer
in the general election, Candidates with higher vote margins in the
previous primary election are Jess likely to draw challengers. This
finding reinforces the idea that the two constituencies are, in fact, quite
different. It also indicates that candidate ideology is closely tied to the
number of challengers that an incumbent faces. Because the number
of challengers is the key determinant of the incumbent’s primary
vulnerability (each challenger can decrease the incumbent’s vote share
by 12% in Table 1), it is important that the number of challengers is
largely tied to the ideological positioning of the incumbent. Incumbents
who veer from their primary constituency are much more likely to
draw challengers and thus are more vulnerable to primary defeat.

The third condition necessary for a true strategic dilemmia to exist
is the presence of ideologically extreme primary challengers. The
divergence of primary- and general-election constituencies is a problem
for incumbents only if primary voters have an alternative candidate
they could choose who is closer to their preferences. Unfortunately,
since most primary challengers lose, we do not have any sysiematic
measures of their ideological positions. We did, however, examine
newspaper and journalistic accounts of congressional primary losses
from 1982 to 2000 to determine the ideological location of challengers.
To maintain consistency, we used two sources: the biannual Ahmanac
of American Politics and the weekly newspaper Roll Call. These
publications consistently covered all the primary races in which the
incumbent lost. We found that in 71% of the cases, primary challengers
were ideologically more extreme than the incumbent.!? For instance,
in the race to defeat incumbent Michael Forbes (D-NY, 1) in 2000,
Roll Call reported that one of the chalienger’s campaign ads read

[Forbes is] 100 percent against a woman’s right to choose. . . . In fact, he is strongly
supported by the nation’s largest conservative anti-abortion group. Forbes received a
100 percent rating from Pat Robertson and the Christian Coalition. Regina Seltzer
strongly supports a woman’s right to choose. And will fight hard to preserve Roe v.
Hade.'®

Ina 1982 race, incumbent Billy Lee Evans (D-GA, 8) was beaten
by challenger Roy Rowland. The Almanac of American Politics
reported
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The 8th district is a lesson in point for those who thought that the safest political
course for a southern Democrat was to support the Reagan administration. . . . [Evans’]
support for Reagan ended up causing him a lot of political trouble—and helped defeat
him in the 1982 Democratic primary. .. [His chief opponent, Rowland,] attacked Evans
for supporting the Reagan budget and tax programs and called for reducing the deficit
instead. {295)

In these cases and most others, Democratic incumbents who were
too conservative for their primary constituericy were beaten by more-
liberal primary challengers (and vice versa for Republicans). Although
this examination of media accounts is not a perfect test, it does
substantiate our argument that the third condition is in place, namely,
that primary challengers often challenge incumbents from the ideo-
logical extreme..

It seems clear from our findings that a strategic dilemma does, in
fact, exist for congressional candidates. Primary electorates favor
different candidates than general electorates, and challengers are quick
to find ideologicaily vulnerable incumbents. Why are primary elec-
tions a better venue for more-ideological interests? Key (1964} writes,
“[1]t seems evident that certain classes of persons, by voting heavily in
primaries, gain special influence at this crucial stage in the democratic
process” (581). Low-turnout elections are a smaller electoral venue
where small groups of ideological voters can have a disproportionate
impact on the outcome (Aldrich 1983).

Figure 2 illustrates the average turnout for contested primary and
general elections for the period 1956-1998. General-election turnout
is, on average, approximately three times the size of primary-election
turnout. Even in the most contested primaries—where the incumbent
lost—average turnout was around 90,000 voters, still considerably
lower than turnout in the general election. Although fewer voters does
not necessarily imply different voters, it is clear that the subset of
volers voting in the primary is likely an unrepresentative subset of the
general electorate. Moreover, unlike in the general election, turnout is
relatively stable across both on- and off-presidential election years in
primaries, suggesting that primary elections draw a more-stable base
of voters. In the general election, turnout is consistently higher in presi-
dential election years and drops in off-years.

In sum, to demonstrate that congressional candidates face a
strategic-positioning dilemma, we required three conditions to be met.
First, the effects of candidate ideology on vote margins had to be
different in primary elections and general elections. We found that
candidates who are ideologically closer to the preferences of the
general-election constituency do better in general elections, but they



92 David W. Brady, Hahrie Han, and Jeremy C. Pope Primary Elections and Candidate Ideology 93
Q
FIGURE 2 “3 28 8% I3 =3 i
. . . 8.4 et T o ey S T LY I
A Comparison of Primary- and General-Election Turnout, g2 £ g¢ d9 59 .
Bes A e s B
1956--1998 @ ww en| 3
=
2
250,000 g
, a = VW —w Mo OMN o— T nm —un| T
F - General-Election Tumout — Primary-Election Tumout gé § g §§ Ch D5 RS 88 28 238 3¢ 2% 8
. £ [RR SR BT 98 AR 58 B8 %3 88 5| B
l. =]
200,000 LA . 8
"‘. ," l. I, ! ‘. .0 ‘6
N 5| g3 g
] " SR A T G £ S =2 Mm@ 98 0% 9% 0w oo oaw o g
E R 2| 85|62 hm B an 6 $3 S T A2 T g
E 150,000 T S T A L S x® 2
[-:3 .- r' ) “‘.' u' “ " K E‘ Z?
g @ 3
= 7]
100,000 A S5[an wg vx mo e wo 91 mw 9. no o
X #= [0= 5= 6~ S~ Sci S~ S S= O S £
[42] = 7]
- 5 2
W &
(7] 5
q’ Tt
50,000 2l . 5
=} 8 -
| B E
oL o
s T" g <t D <t -5
0 — - o §|552 |52 25 33 83 5= 0% 02 9s 3g ey o
1956 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 i g S5 |9° °° §5 ©° §9 S5 §5 S 99 <9 g
: g0 e B
Year é ?"_, = §U 2
S8 & =
do worse in primary elections. In fact, Democrats who are more liberal £ . £
than their districts and Republicans who are more conservative than § ES & o o] 2
. . . . . . - r~ = wviND 4
their districts do better in primary elections. Second, threat of elec. | E2E |29 9% oo 29 se 22 w282 32 22
o H P Y - ; =} saf [m3 IR BRG BEQA V¥ WF .t S on wn| g
toral loss in the primary had to be made credible by the fact that ideo- O|2E5s 8
logical moderation generally leads to more primary challengers, making e|= €
. . ; = =
an incumbent much more vulnerable. We found evidence of this threat. g o - - T
. . . . . [ ] =
Finally, available data on primary challengers had to indicate that they r% zZ 2o &~ 88 o % I ge 22 ge 3
do, in fact, tend to be ideologically more extreme than the incumbents, o - - - g
We have presented these data. These three conditions support the idea B 2 S
. . . . . (=]
that there is a strategic dilemma presented to congressional candidates, 35 25E |52 52 5% 29 59 29 2% & 2 58 =4 §
GlEz[BI B3B8 5828585558883 883
. ; g 3
The Response of Congressional Candidates A|=EC 5
» - = A
to the Strategic Dilemma R~ g
2 S
[=]
v . . -, 2 o
The question now is, how do candidates position themselves TE éﬁ, ) § 5 § y § 3 § g
. . =
between the divergent preferences of the primary and general elector- g" é
ates? We argue that congressional candidates respond by hewing closer $ .
to their primary constituencies. It is observationally difficult to examine ! 22
. e N . v [ wi =
candidate positions and untangle the effect of primary elections from 2|8 g =4 2 S Sk




94 David W. Brady, Hahrie Han, and Jeremy C. Pope Primary Elections and Candidate Ideology

factors like party pressure. We can, however, examine primary losses
to see if candidate ideology contributes to primary loss. We compared
some descriptive data on incumbents who lost in the primary with
data on those who won. We organized the data by decade to examine
the possibility of historical trends in the data.

First, we must point out that primary losses are truly rare events,
Across the 9,560 races in our dataset, there are only 122 primary losses,
which constitute about 1% of all primary races. Consistent with our
expectations, primary losers are generally more ideologically moderate
than the winners. Losing Democrats are more conservative with respect
to the general constituency than are winning Democrats, and losing
Republicans are more liberal than winning Republicans. Additionally,
primary losers are generaily quite junior. For instance, in the 1980s,
the typical House Democrat had served almost terms, but the average
primary loser had served only 1.6 terms. Across all decades and in
both parties, primary losers have, on average, served two fewer terms
than their peers.

The descriptive data support our hypothesis that primary losses
are most likely to happen among ideologically moderate candidates,
We also ran a simple logistic regression of primary loss on ideology
and other measures of competitiveness. We coded the dependent
variable as 1 for a defeat and as 0 for a victory. We divided the sample
by party. As in our analyses of vote percentage, we restricted the sample
to contested races and ran three different models. Table 4 presents the
results. With respect to the ideological dynamics, the results are much
as expected: liberal Democrats are less likely to lose in the primary
election.'” Holding all other variables at their mean, we find that a
one-standard-deviation increase in conservatism increases: the prob-
ability of loss among Democrats by half a percentage point, Although
these results initially seem negligible, when we consider that only 1%
of all incumbents lose, half a percentage point seems more significant.
Among Republicans, the results move in the expected direction but
are not statistically significant—perhaps because primary losses are
such a rare event among Republicans. Throughout all the models, the
effect of seniority on primary loss is clear and statisticaily significant:

Democrats and Republicans who have served more terms in office are
much less likely to lose. Predicted probabilities show that a Democrat
who has served one House term has a 4%, chance of primary loss; a
Democrat who has served two terms has only a 2% chance of primary
loss. In other words, one term’s difference cuts the Democrat’s chance
of primary loss in half. For Republicans, a first-term member has a 2%
chance of losing; a member who has served two terms has a less than
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1% chance of primary loss. Senior members, in other words, are less
likely to lose—presumably because they have had time to build up a
primary constituency.

Increased competitiveness due to redistricting and an increased
number of challengers can also have a statistically significant effect
on increasing the probability of primary loss. Here, the primary-¢lection
system variables appear not to matter for incumbent losses: neither
open nor ciosed primaries have anything approaching a statistically
significant effect, no doubt in large part because primary losses are
very rare events. This pattern also mostly holds for money raised in
primary elections. Although the variable moves in the expected
direction, the results are not significant (except in the third model for
Democrats). Considering the extremely small number of losses, we
find the fact that this statistical procedure turns up a significant effect
at all {even if only for Democrats) impressive. These results suggest that
legislators—although adept at avoiding a serious primary challenge—do
need to respect the possibility of primary-election defeat. Defeat is a low
probability event, but a moderate legislator, particularly among Demo-
crats, is in danger of losing his or her seat in the primary election.

To think further about the pattern of primary losses, we turn to
some qualitative data on the history of primary elections. There is reason
to believe that the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s spawned
a greater number of ideological voters and the rise of new issues on
the public agenda. Research has shown a burgeoning of organized
inferests emerging from this time period (Berry 1984, 1989; Schlozman
and Tierney 1986), and some scholars speculate that these interests
are more likely to play a role in primary elections. Qualitative data on
primary losses during this time period indicate that candidates who
did not appeal to an ideological base fared worse in the primary.

In 1970, a number of the incumbents who were defeated in the
primary lost because of the opposition of an organized interest.20 In
California’s district 7 (Betkeley), Ronald V. Dellums defeated liberal
incumbent Jeffery Cohelan (a former labor organizer) by emphasizing
Dellums’s affiliation with the Black Panthers. In Colorado’s district 1,
Democrat Byron Rogers had held the seat since 1950, Craig Bamnes
organized an effective primary challenge against him by mobilizing
disaffected environmentalists and peace activists in the district, who
were disillusioned with Rogers. In Maryland’s district 4, Democratic
incumbent George Fallon, who had served from 1944 to 1970, was
defeated by the insurgent Paul Sarbanes, who capitalized upon his
personal friendship with Ralph Nader and accepted financial and
volunteer support from peace and ecology groups. In Maryland’s district
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7, Parren Mitchell also relied on the support of activist peace groups,
a; well as his brother’s affiliation with the NAACP, to defeat_ the
incumbent. In New York’s district 19, longtime civil rights activist
Beila Azbug campaigned hard to defeat incumbent Leonard Farbstein
(Barone, Ujifusa, and Matthews 1972). _

In these and multiple other cases around 19702 interest groups
were able to organize for and against candidates, making themselygs a
potent force in primary elections. Two of the perhaps most striking
stories come from 1972. In Colorado’s district 4 and Nevada’§ at-Iarge
seat race, environmental groups finally defeated long—stgndmg envi-
ronmental foes Wayne Aspinall and Walter Baring. Aspinall was the
powerful chair of the House Interior Committee and played a large
role in blocking wilderness legislation through the 1960s. In 1970, he
faced his first primary opposition in 22 years and naljrowly ek.ed outa
victory. In 1972, environmentalists were successful in defeat_mg him.
Environmentalists were similarly strategic in defeating _Barmg, who
was the most conservative Democratic representative outside the S.ou‘th
and was dangerously climbing the congressional ladder to seniority in
the House Interior Committee; in 1972, Baring was also defeated in
the primary by environmental activists, ‘ o

We find 1970 a particularly interesting year to examine, since it

is the year of the most primary losses among mcumbeqts in a
nonredistricting year. We suspect it is emblematic of th‘e larger historical
pattern in this period. Figure 3 plots the number of primary losses over
time, without redistricting years.?! From this graph, it is char that the
number of primary losses in a nonredistricting year never rises above
10. The number of losses does, however, rise through the‘19605 and
peaks in 1970, when 10 incumbents lost in primary elections. If we
treat the relatively high number of losses in and around 1970 as an
exogenous shock to the system, wherein incumbents w1‘tnessed their
colleagues losing in primaries because those members did not appeal
to organized interests, then we should expect the number. of primary
losses to decline after 1970 (see Aldrich 1995 for explication of a
similar idea). Prior to 1970, primary losses accounted for approxi-
mately 26% of all incumbent losses in a given year. In 1970, primary
losses accounted for a stunning 83% of all losses in that year, After
1970, primary losses accounted for less than 20% of incumbent lossles
each year. It seems likely that candidates [ea}'ned to respect the pot_entlal
threat of primary defeat by observing their losing colleggups in the
early 1970s. Historical data on candidate positioning also mdlcat'e tl:nat
members have increasingly distanced themselves from the district
median over time.
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: FIGURE 3
Number of Incumbent Primary Losses per Year, 19561998
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 Descriptive data in Table 3 show some of this effect. T-tests also
indicate that the difference between members’ positions relative to the
general electorate before and after 1970 is statistically significant. This
trend, coupl_ed with our brief exploration of the qualitative data
supports the idea that candidates who do not appeal to an ideologicai
base of orgapized voters are more likely to lose in the primaries and
further, provides some evidence that the explosion of organized interest;
in the late 1960s prompted candidates to worry about the threat of a
primary defeat.*? Together with our analysis of primary Josses, these
findings provide evidence consistent with the idea that primary eléctions
can pull candidates to ideological extremes. Candidates who have not
served many terms and are ideologically moderate are more likely to
lose, and our examination of historical data indicates that candidates
may be adjusting their behavior in response to historical trends.

Canclusions

. T?us article has established several key facts about primary elee-
tions. First, congressional candidates face a strategic-positioning dilemma
Low tumont in primary elections creates the conditions necessary for ei
small group of ideologically extreme voters to have a greater impact. Qur
analy51§ shox_vs that candidates who fare well in general elections oﬂén do
poorly in primary elections. Democrats who are more¢ liberal than their
general-election constituency do better in the primary election, and vice
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versa for Republicans who are more conservative than their general-
election constituency. In addition, ideologically moderate incumbents are
more likely to draw primary challengers, which greatly increases their
vulnerability in primary elections. Our examination of challengers who
defeat incumbents in primary elections also shows that these chal-
lengers tend to be ideologically more extreme than the incumbents,
thus creating an important sirategic dilernma for the candidates.

Second, our analysis of patterns of primary losses provides
support for the expectation that congressional candidates who face a
strategic dilemma between primary constituencies and general-election
constituencies will work to build up a primary-election constituency
(Fenno 1978). More ideologically moderate incumbents are more likely
to lose, especially if they have not served many terms in the House.
Finally, a look at over-time trends in primary losses intimates that can-
didates who observed the striking number of primary losses around
1970 were likely to learn from this observation and adjust their behavior
accordingly. Thus, we see fewer losses after the early 1970s.

The combination of these findings leads us to believe that a
primary-election effect in House primary elections is not only plausible,
but quite likely. This evidence substantiates some speculation that
changing trends in primary elections may be a source of increased
polarization in Congress over the past several decades. Our ability to
make broader claims is limited by the lack of better measures of each

- district’s primary-election constituency. Nonetheless, our data provide

the best available estimates of the relationship between candidate
ideclogy and primary elections over time. With better measures,
however, we could perform better tests of the kinds of strategic choices
that candidates make under a variety of electoral circumstances. Future
studies of congressional elections should therefore focus on primary
constituencies. In sum, our findings on the relationship between
candidate ideology and primary-election outcomes offer the possibility
of a fruitful research agenda in the future.
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I. Although some scholars (Geer 1988; Stone and Abramovitz 1983; Sione
and Rapoport 1994) argue that the ideological extremity of the primary electorate
df}es not make a difference in candidate selection, those scholars still find that the
views of presidential primary voters are more extreme. Other work on primaries shows
that presidential candidates react to this strategic dilemma by catering to the primary
electorate (e.g., Polsby and Wildavsky 2004),

2. It is worth noting that popular accounts of presidential campaigns often recog-
nize presidential candidates trying to move back toward the ideolo gical middle ground
after winning the party nomination. For reasons that we discuss later, moving back
and forth between the two constituencies is probably more difficult for congressional
candidates.

3. The general-elections dataset is based on data collected by David W. Brady
and used in multipie publications (e.g., Brady [988; Brady, Cooper, and Hurley 1979;
Canes-Wrone, Brady, and Cogan 2002), That dataset was originally collected from
America Votes and checked against state electoral records (for more-recent years)
and other sources, such as the Almanac of American Politics and Congressional
Quarterly s Guide to Elections. We then used a similar pracess to build the primary-
elections dataset. We collected the data from America Votes and checked the results
against state electoral records (where available) and the same sources as the general-
elections dataset. This iterative process of checking and cleaning the data gives us
confidence that it is an aceurate representation of electoral outcomes.

4. Although incumbents are defeated far less often in primary elections than in
general elections, some scholars may say that congressional primaries are not very
Important affairs, merely a pro forma exercise required to win the nomination. But
many rare events—such as presidential vetoes—prodiice important effects in politics,

5. Although this book (Alvarez 1997) is about presidentiaj elections, there is
no reason to believe that the argument does not apply equally well to congressional
elections.

6. This phenomenon also appears within the party leadership. As far back ag
the 1890s, party leaders have been further left and further right than the median voter
(Cooper and Brady [981).

7. Central to this literature are findings by Calvert (1985) and Alesina (1988)
that, even when candidates have ideological preferences, policy divergence results
onlj‘( when there is uncertainty about voter preferences, a lack of constraint in policy

choices once elected, or both, See Grofman 2004 for a review of this work.

8. It is important to note that ideological positioning is one part of a larger
process through which candidates seek votes. A broad range of scholarly research
examines other ways in which candidates generate votes (e.g., Bianco 1994: Cain
Ferejohn, and Fiorina 1987; Canon 1999; Fenno 1978; and Mayhew 1974). All Of,‘
this work, however, acknowledges the importance and centrality of ideological
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positioning in the larger process of vote getting, ‘

9. See Levendusky, Pope, and Jackman 2004 for a more-formal discussion of
presidential vote in the district as a measure of constitency preference.

10. Alternative polynomial specifications of the regression and additional
control variables did little or nothing to change the model. For an extended discussion
of this model and its application to polarization in Congress, see Canes-Wrone, Brady,
and Cogan 2002 and Han and Brady N.d.

11. We ran this regression and all the other regressions presented in this article
using adjusted ADA scores and DW-Nominate. For simplicity, we only present the
DW-Nominate results. The results from the ADA regressions are completely consis-
tent with the results presented here and are available from the authors upon request.

12, We defined contested as having at least one primary opposition candidate
who received any votes and whose name was on the ballot.

13. We counted any district that was redistricted at all as being redistricted,
regardless of the extent of reapportionment.

14. We collected these data in each state for each year in our dataset by exam-
ining relevant legal codes. Although there are some gaps in our data {where we were
unable to conclusively determine the relevant law), we have close to 95% of the
cases classified in the data.

15. These data came from the FEC archives and were obviously available only
for recent elections (we were able to collect data for 1980 to 1998). The FEC classi-
fies this fund-raising by date, and for this model we have onty included funds raised
before the primary election, Although most models studying the effect of money on
elections use expenditures instead of revenue, we were not able to find historical data that
indicated how much money was spent in a primary election, relative to a general election.

16. It is important to note that the dependent variable in Gerber and Morton’s
1998 study is candidate ideology. Our dependent variable is vote margins, and we are
therefore examining a different set of relationships.

17. This figure excludes cases in which there was redistricting or a scandal. In
these scenarios, the incumbent is rendered vulnerable not because of ideological
positioning, but because of a change in the district composition or a personal scandal.
In other words, an exogenous event interrupts the expected pattern and changes the
dynamics of the race. Even if we include redistricting and scandals, however, we find
that the challengers were more extreme than the incumbent a2lmost 60% of the time.

18. Von Dongen, Rachel, “Forbes Qusted in New York Primary,” Rolf Call, 14
Sept. 2000. .

19. This is true for the first and third models presented in Table 4. The results
in the second model (with both money raised and the number of challengers) are not
statistically significant, presumably because multicollinearity increases the uncer-
tainty atound our estimates (as discussed with respect to Table 1). _

20. We should note that this pattern of loss is also consistent with our expecta-
tion that primary challengers tend to be ideologically extreme. A number of these incum-
bents were beaten by challengers supported by ideologically extreme organized interests,

21. We expect that redistricting produces more primary losses, since there are
newly created districts in which two incumbents must run against each other. If
incumbents are of the same party, then one must necessarily lose in the primary
election.
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22. Of course, this is not a definitive explanation, since any number of other
factors can account for the change after the 1970s. One alternative explanation is that
new issues came up on the legislative agenda, such as women’s issues, environmen-
talism, and the Vietnam War. Examining the relationship between the rise of new
issues and the mobilization of interest groups and these factors’ impacts on primary
elections is research we intend to pursue. For now, however, it is clear that the prima-
ries of the 1970s were distinctive, either in terms of the new issues they brought up or
in the increased use of interest group mobjlization.
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