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Explaining the Ideological
Differences between the

Two U.S. Senators Elected from the
Same State: An Institutional

Effects Model

Bernard Grofman and Thomas L. Brunell

Taking into account institutional realities such as party primaries, the role of party
activists, and national party images that impact on party competition over mul-
tiple constituencies,! work done subsequently, both theoretical? and empirical,?
has shown that although the centrist pressures identified by Downs* are quite real,
in two-party competition a considerable degree of party divergence is to be ex-
pected.

We focus our attention for this chapter on U.S. senators elected from the same
state, We offer an institutional explanation both of when we can expect divided
Senate delegations and of the expected ideological differences between senators
from the same state of the same and opposite parties.” Like Gerber and Morton,®
the critical distinction we draw is between closed and open primaries.”

In the usval closed primary situation, it has been shown theoretically that, ceteris
paribus, candidates of each party are likely to be located quite near the median
voter of their own party, albeit shifted somewhat in the direction of the overall
median voter.8 Thus, for the usual type of closed primary, candidates of opposite
parties are expected to be rather different ideologically, because each is largely
mirroring their own party’s median voter,” and the Democratic median voter is
known to be to the left of the Republican median voter in all fifty states.!® In
contrast, if there is an open primary in a state, this generates centripetal pressures
on the candidates of each party vis-i-vis the overall median voter, because the
primary electorate will no longer be so purely partisan in composition as a reult
of the possibility of crossover participation from supporters of the other party.!!
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In their study of U.S. House elections, Gerber and Morton!? find strong sup-~
port for the hypothesis that, ceteris paribus, the average ideological extremism of
the winners will be greater in closed primaries than in open ones. They explain
this finding by the fact that “greater participation by voters outside the party re-
duces control over candidate nominations by extreme party members and is there-
fore expected to produce candidates with policy positions closer to the ideal point
of the general electorate median voter.”!3 The belief that open primaries foster the
selection of more moderate candidates is not just a notion confined to the ranks
of Public Choice scholars. It is also the common wisdom of political activists and
journalists.

In March 1996, California voters authorized by referendum (Proposition 198)
the use of an open primary (more particularly, a so-called “blanket primary”) for
the state. In the Los Angeles Times, February 23, 1997, in an op-ed piece, the
chair of California’s Republican Party is quoted as saying that the new primary
rules “would sap the creativity from politics by punishing candidates from the
ideological wings of the party and favoring those of the more moderate, and mushy,
middle.” The staff writer of a later bylined story on the new primary rules ac-
cepted this view and opined that “moderate candidates are expected to be favored
in an open primary because they have the best chance of attracting voters from
other parties.”!4

Here we build on the ideas about the impact of primary type in Gerber and
Morton!3>—ideas that inspired the writing of this chapter—by complementing their
1998 analysis of the impact of primary type on ideological extremisin in elections
to the U.S. House of Representatives, with a study of U.S. Senate elections. We
focus in large part on the impact of primary type on ideological differences be-
tween senators of the same and of opposite parties elected from the same state,
and we look also at the likelihood of divided Senate delegations as a function of
primary type.

As noted previously, we distinguish between two types of primary elections:
open and closed. Open primaries are those in which voters can choose the party
primary in which they want to participate—a Democrat can choose to vote in the
Republican primary if he or she so desires. Closed primaries, on the other hand,
are restricted to registered partisans—only voters registered in a party can partici-
pate in the primary election. There are many subtleties to the specific laws in each
of the states.

We expect that, ceteris paribus, in states with open primaries, when senators of
opposite parties are elected, the ideological differences between them will be less,
on average, than is true for senators of opposite parties elected in states with closed
primaries.

On the other hand, in states with open primaries, the presence of crossover
voting should increase (at least somewhat) the standard deviation of the ideologi-
cal composition of the primary electorates, especially that in the party primary of
the party whose candidate is most likely to win. This increase in standard devia-
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tion of the primary electorate’s ideological composition should lead to an increase
in the variance across elections in the ideological positions of the nominees cho-
sen by the party. Thus, ceteris paribus, in states with open primaries, when sena-
tors of the same party are elected, the ideological differences between them should
be greater, on average, than is true for senators of the same party elected in states
with closed primaries. !¢

If there is a dominant party and its candidates reasonably reflect the prefer-
ences of the overall median voter, it is very unlikely that that party’s senatorial
candidates will be defeated. Because open primaries more readily permit compe-
tition for the overall median voter to take place within the party primaries prior to
the general election, we would expect that, ceteris paribus, states with open pri-
maries are less likely to have divided Senate delegations than are states with closed
primaries.'’

The combination of these three hypotheses with the fact that the ideological
difference manifested in roll-call-voting behavior between senators of the same
party from the same state is far less than that between senators of opposite parties
from the same state!® leads us to an important final hypothesis. On balance, ceteris
paribus, the ideological differences between senators elected from states that use
closed primaries should be greater, on average, than is true for senators elected in
states with open primaries.

There are two reasons for this. First, states with open primaries should be less
likely to be divided, thus giving rise to only slight differences, on average, be-
tween the state’s senators. Second, even when states with open primaries are di-
vided in their senatorial delegation, the differences between senators of opposite
parties in the open primary states will be less than the differences in the closed
primary states. These two effects reinforce each other; and the countervailing effect,
namely that senators of the same party from open primary states will be slightly
less alike in voting behavior than is true for senators of the same party from closed
primary states, is not nearly as important in its overall impact on ideological dif-
ferences as a function of primary type.!”

Now we turn to a test of these four hypotheses.

DATA ANALYSIS

We have gathered the relevant data, partisan makeup and Americans for Demo-
cratic Action (ADA) scores for senators from all fifty states for the years 1971 to
1996. Hypothesis 1 simply states that states with closed primaries will have more
mixed Senate delegations (1 senator from each party). Table 9.1 is a cross tabu-
lation of the type of primary that a state uses to nominate its senators and whether
the state has a divided delegation. The hypothesis is clearly supported in our range
of data. Both primary types have nearly equal number of observations over our
sample period—there are 432 observations with closed primaries and 468 obser-
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Table 9.1: Number of Divided and Unified Senate
Delegations by Primary Type, 19711996

Unified Delegation Divided Delegation
Closed primaries 202 230
Open primaries 291 177

Chi-square = 22.14
Probability < .001

vations with open primaries. Of those 468 with open primaries, only 177 had
divided Senate delegations (37.8 percent). But of the 432 observations for closed
primary states, fully 53.2 percent (230) had divided delegations to the Senate. A
chi-square test indicates statistical significance at below the .001 level.

Hypotheses 2 and 3 deal with the degree of ideological difference between the
two senators in each state. Clearly, in those states with divided delegations, the
distance between the two senators will be greater than in those states with a uni-
fied delegation. But here we seek to go further than that observation to include as
variables both whether the two senators are of the same party and what type of
primary election a state uses to elect nominees. Hypothesis 2 states that open
primary states with divided Senate delegations will have less ideological differ-
ence, measured by the absolute value of adjusted ADA score differences, than
will closed primary states with divided delegations. We use the adjusted data for
ADA scores as described in Groseclose, Levitt, and Snyder.?’ Table 9.2 uses ad-
justed ADA scores for each senator and primary type data to breakdown the ideo-
logical distance between senators. Again we use data from 1971 to 1996. The
pattern is quite clear; those states with open primaries and split Senate delega-
tions have less ideological distance between the two senators on average than do
divided delegations in states with closed primaries. States using a closed primary
average 46.21 difference, while open primary states average 43,54 difference, a
divide of about 7 points on the 100-point ADA scale (the #-test indicates statisti-
cal significance at the .10 level).

Table 9.2: Average Ideological Difference between Senators in States by Primary
Type and Whether Delegation Is Unified or Divided Overall (1971-1996)

Average
Senate Ideological Number of
Primary Type Delegation Difference Observations
Closed Unified 12.9 201
Open Unified 10.6 290
Closed Divided 33.7 227

Open Divided 22.5 177
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Our next hypothesis deals with only those states with a unified Senate delega-
tion. The average distance between two senators of the same party is only 13.13
points on the adjusted ADA scale. So the difference we are trying to explain is
quite small. Hypothesis 3 states that open primary states with unified Senate
delegations will have greater ideological differences than will closed primary states
with unified delegations.

Table 9.2 shows that the evidence indicates that this hypothesis is not true. In
those states with open primaries and two senators from the same party, the aver-
age ideological difference is 10.6, while closed primary states with unified del-
egations averaged 12.9.

We also tested Hypotheses 2 and 3 individually for nine Congresses in our
data set, Table 9.3 presents the results. The hypothesis dealing with unified del-
egations is only supported in two of the nine Congresses (99th and 100th Con-
gresses). On the other hand the hypothesis dealing with divided delegations is
upheld in seven of the nine. Thus, while we cannot conclude that the primary
type has the expected effect when Senate delegations are unified, we feel justified
in concluding that our theory about the relationship between primary type and
divided delegations is true.

According to Hypothesis 4, the ideological differences between senators with
closed primaries should be greater on average than that for senators from open
primary states. Table 9.4 breaks down ideological divisions between representa-
tives by primary type. The hypothesis is again fully supported by the data. The
average difference between the ADA score of one senator in a state relative to the
other senator is 33.7 in states with closed primaries, compared to only an average
of 22.5 points in open primary states. This difference is statistically significant
beyond the .01 level.

We also include a regression model to further establish the relationship be-

Table 9.3: Test of Hypotheses 2 and 3 for Each Congress

Unified Divided
Delegation Delegaton
Congress Years Open > Closed Closed > Open
96 1979-80 No Yes
97 1981-82 No Yes
98 1983-84 No Yes
99 1985-86 Yes Yes
100 1987-88 Yes Yes
101 1989-90 No No
102 1991-92 No Yes
103 1993-94 No Yes

104 1995-96 No No
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Table 9.4: Average Ideological Difference between Senators
in a State by Primary Type

Primary Type Average Ideological Difference Number of Observations
Closed 30.5 428
Open 23.2 467

t = 4,73, 893 df, probability < .001, Ideology is measured using adjusted ADA scores (see Timothy
Groseclose, Steven D. Levitt, and James M. Snyder Jr., “Comparing Interest Group Scores across
Time and Chambers: Adjusted ADA Scores for the U.S. Congress,” American Political Science
Review 93 [March 1999]: 33-50).

tween the type of primary in a state and the ideological cohesiveness of the sena-
tors. In table 9.5, the model indicates that after controlling for whether the del-
egation is divided (which obviously affects the dependent variable) and for the
different Congresses, the primary type variable is negative, indicating that the space
between the senators increases as we move from open to closed primaries. Thus,
the effects of primary type significantly affect whether a state will elect a divided
delegation, but beyond that primary type affects the nature of ideology of the
senators as well. We also ran separate regressions for each Congress, and the results
are still encouraging—the coefficient for the primary type is negative as hypoth-
esized in seven of the nine Congresses (the 96th and 104th are the exceptions). In
two of the remaining seven Congresses, the coefficient reaches statistical signifi-
cance. We interpret these results as further support for our contention regarding a
specific relationship between electoral institutions and the representation that is a
direct outcome from these elections.

Table 9.5: Regression Model of Ideological Distance
between Senators and the Effect of Primary Type

Constant -34.76 (-1.63)
Primary type —2.28% (-2.06)
Divided delegation 33.43%%  (29.96)
Congress 0.50* (2.34)
N 895

Adjusted R? 51

*p < 05

¥4 p <001

Note: Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients with t-statistics in parentheses. The
dependent variable is the absolute value of the difference between the adjusted ADA scores of the
two senators in each state for each year. Primary type is a dichotomous variable coded “1™ if the state
uses a closed primary and “2” if it uses open, Divided delegation is also dichotomous, coded *0” if
the two senators in the state are from the same political party and “1" if they are from different
parties. Congress is coded 104 for the 104th Congress, efc.






