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Although the literature on congressional change has established that political 
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cosponsorship, reveals that while the parties in the House have divided, those in the 
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stages of the legislative process and (2) there are important differences in the personal 

interactions of legislators in each chamber. Overall, this dissertation argues that using 

an alternative measure of party polarization produces results different from what the 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

On August 25, 2009 Edward Moore Kennedy passed away after a year-long 

battle with brain cancer.  While serving the state of Massachusetts in the U.S. Senate 

for almost 47 years (1962-2009), Kennedy became known as unabashedly liberal and 

“the Lion of the Senate.”  Fighting to pass progressive legislation particularly in the 

areas of immigration, civil rights, education, and health care, Kennedy was no 

ideological moderate.  He consistently received interest group ratings, or ideology 

scores based on roll call voting, between 90 and 100 percent liberal from groups like 

Americans for Democratic Action and the National Journal (Project VoteSmart, “Edward 

‘Ted’ M. Kennedy, Sr.’s Special Interest Group Ratings”).  Despite his extreme-left issue 

positions and pattern of voting so consistently with his party, Ted Kennedy is 

remembered as a legislator who was willing to build relationships that crossed party 

lines and to compromise, qualities which helped him work with his partisan opponents to 

pass hundreds of bills of significance over the course of his career. 

Kennedy’s obituary notes “one of [his] most striking qualities: his ability to turn 

even ideological opposites into allies. A committed liberal known for his thundering 

oratory, Kennedy was also a quiet dealmaker who worked cooperatively with even the 

most conservative of Republicans” (Kiely 2009).  Likewise, Kennedy’s former health 

policy director, David Nexon, states that the senator’s “critically important tools were 

bipartisanship…and a unique ability to build personal relationships, often across party 

lines” (Nexon 2009).  Examples of these collaborations include his work with Republican 

President George W. Bush on the major overhaul of national educational standards, 

now known as No Child Left Behind, and his partnership with John McCain (R-AZ) on 
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immigration legislation.  Kennedy also became known for working with Phil Gramm (R-

TX), his “ideological opposite,” to forge a compromise on the rules governing the 

Senate’s impeachment trial of then-President Bill Clinton, one of the most highly 

polarized and contentious proceedings in recent history (Bayh 2010).  Most notable is 

his long-time personal friendship and work with Orrin Hatch (R-UT) on issues ranging 

from children’s health insurance to funding for AIDS research (Kiely 2009).  In his 

eulogy of Kennedy, to whom he referred as “my dear friend,” Hatch (2009) remarked,  

People called us the ‘odd couple,’ which was certainly true.  There are few 
men with whom I had less in common… We did not agree on much, and 
more often than not, I was trying to derail whatever big government scheme 
he had just concocted… Disagreements over policy, however, were never 
personal with Ted… Ted was a lion among liberals, but he was also a 
constructive and shrewd lawmaker.  He never lost sight of the big picture 
and was willing to compromise on certain provisions in order to move 
forward on issues he believed important.  And, perhaps most importantly, 
he always kept his word…  We can all take a lesson from Ted’s 47 years of 
service and accomplishment. I hope that America’s ideological opposites in 
Congress, on the airwaves, in cyberspace, and in the public square will 
learn that being faithful to a political party or a philosophical view does not 
preclude civility, or even friendships, with those on the other side. 

These remarks suggest that Hatch and Kennedy, two senators who regularly took 

opposite positions on significant and contentious issues, were able to work together and 

compromise even if they typically did not vote together.  However, this is not the picture 

that is usually painted of bipartisan relationships in the House and Senate. 

In stark contrast to Senator Kennedy’s career are reports presented on television 

news broadcasts and in newspapers across the country which tend to focus on the sad 

state of affairs in Washington.  Headlines call readers’ attention to corrupt politicians, 

increasing party polarization, and (particularly at the end of 2012) the continual failure of 

bipartisan negotiations to avert the “fiscal cliff.”  From this perspective it seems that as 

the years go by, nothing is being done in Congress.  Media reports on the decline of 
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bipartisanship are supported by the work of political scientists who study roll call voting 

patterns.  These quantitative analyses (as well as the interest group scores mentioned 

above) reveal that, as time passes, members of each party in both the House and the 

Senate tend to vote more regularly with their fellow partisans and against their partisan 

opponents (this topic is discussed in detail in Chapter 3).  The days of successful 

bipartisan coalitions on major legislative proposals appear to be long gone. 

Indeed, party polarization is a very pervasive force in Congress today, and this is 

particularly true of relationships in the House.  From the first day that a newly-elected 

representative arrives in Washington, D.C. he is taught that party identification dictates 

almost everything from where one sits on the floor of the chamber and in committee, to 

which legislators’ bills will survive the process of markup and how you will be instructed 

to vote.  In recent years, a legislator’s party membership even determines which 

freshman orientation session he will attend, influencing his approach to policy-making 

and the relationships he establishes even before the legislative session begins. 

Since 1972, the Kennedy School at Harvard has held an orientation for newly-

elected members of the House.  During the session, legislators attend lectures on topics 

including the economy, global politics, health care, and the environment.  They also 

learn about legislative rules and procedures and receive advice on matters like how to 

organize their office and hire staff.  In 1992, the Heritage Foundation, a conservative 

think tank, began holding an orientation for new Republican legislators intended to 

serve as an alternative to the Kennedy School sessions which some legislators had 

complained were too liberal (Ross 1992).  Although the orientation at Harvard was 

officially sanctioned by the House and paid for with government funds, it has become 
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attended almost exclusively by Democrats.  In 1994, given the large class of Republican 

representatives-elect, the Kennedy School even canceled their orientation due to lack of 

interest; in contrast, approximately 60 newly-elected Republican House members 

attended the orientation at the Heritage Foundation (Seelye 1994). 

In 2012, this division between members of the two major political parties is even 

greater.  All freshmen House members sit in on morning orientation sessions together, 

but they are separated by party from the afternoon into the night.  Party leaders 

Speaker John Boehner and Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi hold segregated dinners for 

newly-elected members of the Republican and Democratic parties, respectively.  This 

separation makes it difficult for legislators to meet and build relationships with their 

colleagues across party lines.  In the few cases where they do make the acquaintance 

of their partisan opponents, freshmen legislators can be afraid to admit these 

connections or name their colleagues “because cross-party fraternization is frowned 

upon” (Felde 2012).  Moreover, they are often taught that “each side socializ[es] only 

with like-minded members…[and] compromise equate[s] to selling out to the ‘enemy’” 

(Carney and Renacci 2011).  As newcomers, they avoid making waves and strive to fit 

in and learn the prevailing norms of the institution. 

Furthermore, the congressional chambers have been no stranger to name-

calling, swift retorts, and other types of uncivil behavior exchanged between partisan 

opponents.  Perhaps the most recent widely-publicized example is when, during 

President Barack Obama’s 2009 State of the Union Address, Representative Joe 

Wilson (R-SC) shouted “you lie” and was later reprimanded by the House of 

Representatives (Abdullah 2012).  In July 2003, Representative Bill Thomas (R-CA) 
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gave a tearful apology to his colleagues on the floor of the House for his actions in 

response to a conflict that bubbled up days earlier during the meeting of the Ways and 

Means Committee, of which Thomas was Chairman.  When Thomas and Republicans 

on the committee made overnight changes to a pension bill and tried to push it through 

for a vote, Democrats on the committee felt they had not been given enough time to 

read the new version of the bill and adjourned to a library adjacent to the committee 

room.  In response, Chairman Thomas called Capitol police and asked them to remove 

his Democratic colleagues from the library (Eilperin 2003). 

During the same committee meeting, Thomas made a separate phone call to the 

House sergeant-at-arms requesting that he “reestablish order in the committee” 

(Eilperin 2003).  This action was prompted when Rep. Fortney “Pete” Stark (D-CA) 

stayed behind in the committee room to protest the Republicans’ actions.  Thinking he 

had heard a challenge from Rep. Scott McInnis (R-CO), the 71-year-old Stark said, 

“‘You little wimp. Come on. Come over here and make me. I dare you.’  Laughter rippled 

through the room as Stark added, ‘You little fruitcake. I said you are a fruitcake’” 

(Associated Press 2003). 

Some steps have been taken to try to repair relationships in the House.  In March 

1997, 200 House members and their families attended the first Bipartisan 

Congressional Retreat in Hershey, Pennsylvania.  Coordinated by the Aspen Institute, a 

Washington, D.C. think tank, and funded by a grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts, the 

event was a rare opportunity for legislators to get to know one another on a personal 

level in an attempt to improve relations while back at the Capitol (House Committee on 

Rules 1999).  The theory behind this approach, which has been echoed by several 
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legislators, is that “it is much more difficult to be rude to someone when you’ve dined 

with their family” (Sununu 2011).  A second retreat was held in 1999, but given the 

continued instances of incivility over the last fifteen years, the success of these 

endeavors is debatable. 

In 2011, Representatives Nan Hayworth (R-NY) and David Cicilline (D-RI) 

formed the Congressional Common Ground Caucus, “a bipartisan forum for Members of 

Congress to build relationships with members from across the aisle in a social setting” 

(Hayworth 2011).  During their first meeting, Hayworth and Cicilline were joined by only 

nine of their colleagues (Hayworth 2011), and because Hayworth lost her bid for 

reelection in 2012, it is unclear whether or not the Caucus will continue meeting during 

the 113th Congress. 

An example of a more informal effort to create bipartisan friendships in the House 

is the “bipartisan breakfast club,” fourteen legislators led by freshmen Representatives 

James Renacci (R-OH) and John Carney (D-DE) who “simply long to get something, 

anything, accomplished without the rancor, posturing and divisiveness that has 

characterized most of the last year in Washington” (Steinhauer 2011).  Meeting every 

two to three weeks in a room in the Cannon House Office Building, members of the 

group eat and discuss legislation they would like to work on together; some have said 

“the escape from the floor and committee rooms riven by partisanship to eat pastries 

with new friends from across the aisle is the best part of their week” (Steinhauer 2011).  

What spawned the friendship between Renacci and Carney which eventually led to the 

monthly breakfast meetings?  The co-founders state that, “after listening to each other 

for months in the House Financial Services Committee, we decided to get lunch. We 
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quickly realized that, while we disagreed on many issues, we had a similar outlook on a 

host of others. After getting together a few more times, we started inviting colleagues to 

talk over breakfast each week, brainstorming solutions to our nation’s problems” 

(Carney and Renacci 2011). 

While these attempts at building bridges across party lines in the House do exist, 

they involve a very small minority of House members and are the exception to the rule.  

However, the story is quite different in the Senate.  In the smaller chamber where 

legislators serve six-year terms and often operate in complete agreement on the basis 

of unanimous consent, newly-elected senators are taught that this chamber is different 

from the House.  Traditionally, freshmen senators would learn the ways of the Senate 

from the senior senator from their home state or from the Secretary of the Senate.  In 

1976 and into the 1980s, when much larger freshmen classes of 17-20 people were 

elected, the Senate leadership began holding a more formal orientation or “welcoming 

programs” (Baker 2006).  This event begins with a lecture on the history of the Senate 

given by the Senate historian followed by a dinner for all of the senators-elect.  Unlike 

the dinners for newly-elected House members which are segregated by party 

membership, the Senate dinner is for all freshmen senators and is sponsored by the 

President Pro Tempore and the majority and minority leaders (Senate Historical Office 

n.d.).  As a result, freshmen senators are given time to meet and get to know members 

of both parties from the very start of their time in the Capitol. 

During the 1996 orientation session, Senator Robert Byrd (D-WV), who became 

known as the longest-serving senator, addressed the class of 1996 and called their 
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attention to some of the most important ways in which the Senate differs from the 

House (Baker 2006): 

The Senate and, therefore, Senators were intended to take the long view 
and to be able to resist, if need be, the passions of the often intemperate 
House. Few, if any, upper chambers in the history of the western world 
have possessed the Senate's absolute right to unlimited debate and to 
amend and block legislation passed by a lower House…[Its] deference to 
minority views sharply distinguishes the Senate from the majoritarian House 
of Representatives… 

The Senate is often soundly castigated for its inefficiency, but in fact, it was 
never intended to be efficient. Its purpose was and is to examine, consider, 
protect, and be a totally independent source of wisdom and judgment on 
the actions of the lower house and on the executive. As such, the Senate is 
the central pillar of our Constitutional system. I hope that you, as new 
members, will study the Senate in its institutional context, because that is 
the best way to understand your personal role as a United States Senator. 

In this passage, Byrd conveys to his newly-elected colleagues the qualities toward 

which each of them should strive over the course of their career.  He points out that the 

Senate, unlike the House, is supposed to uphold the rights of the minority, often 

resulting in a lengthy, but necessary, deliberative process.  Moreover, Byrd emphasizes 

the importance of each senator’s role as a member of the institution above all else; this 

stands in stark contrast to an alternative view of their responsibilities as a party loyalist 

or power-seeker.  All of this plays a role in imparting on the freshmen the image of the 

Senate as a body which necessitates bipartisan communication and compromise. 

Later in his speech, Byrd elaborated on how the institutional structure of the 

Senate, its rules and traditions, incentivize bipartisanship (Byrd 1996): 

Now I would like to turn for a moment to the human side of the Senate, the 
relationship among Senators, and the way that even that face of service 
here is, to a degree, governed by the constitution and the Senate’s rules. 

The requirement for super majority votes in approving treaties, involving 
cloture, removing impeached federal officers, and overriding vetoes, plus 
the need for unanimous consent before the Senate can even proceed in 
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many instances, makes bipartisanship and comity necessary if members 
wish to accomplish much of anything. Realize this. The campaign is over. 
You are here to be a Senator. Not much happens in this body without 
cooperation between the two parties. 

Indeed, from the very moment they begin their first term, new senators are instructed in 

the importance of working with their colleagues on the other side of the aisle.  Likewise, 

they are reminded that the Senate is an institution composed of people who must 

maintain constructive working relationships with one another if they are to be 

successful.  This introduction is drastically different from the stories gleaned from the 

House orientations in which fraternization with one’s House colleagues is strongly 

discouraged. 

In 2004, two junior senators, Lamar Alexander (R-TN) and Thomas Carper (D-

DE), began a further attempt to foster healthy working relationships between members 

of the two political parties.  Designing a freshman orientation schedule which focused 

on “what it takes for the Senate to function as an institution and fulfill its constitutional 

role,” Alexander and Carper organized a program where twenty sitting senators served 

as mentors to the freshmen (Broder 2004).  Each discussion was led by a bipartisan 

pair of senators, and the orientation included sessions which specifically addressed 

ways to “bridge the partisan divide and legislate across party lines” (Broder 2004).  

According to Carper, the organizers “hope to begin changing the environment ‘from Day 

One’ by introducing the new members and their families to each other, ‘before they get 

pulled into their party caucuses and start exchanging blows’” (Broder 2004). 

Likewise, in 2011 Alexander also organized what he called the “No Agenda 

Supper” hosted at “Downtown Washington’s Alibi Club — an überexclusive social spot 

established in the late 1800s for the most important of VIPs” (Raju 2011).  Meeting 
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“behind closed doors and away from the C-SPAN cameras,” an ideologically diverse 

group of senators (10 Democrats, 9 Republicans), made an effort to improve bipartisan 

relations by getting to know one another personally (Raju 2011).  Furthermore, 

Alexander and Senator Chuck Schumer (D-NY) also repurposed “what used to be the 

unused, empty, never-attended senators’ dining room into a place where people can get 

together and talk and bump into each other in a more convivial context” (Raju 2011).  

While the increased ease of air travel and the subsequent shortening of the legislative 

week to about three days (Tuesday through Thursday) did cause a decline in the 

amount of socializing that went on between senators, these efforts to establish 

bipartisan working and personal relationships have occurred frequently in the Senate in 

recent years.  Moreover, these reports illustrate that (1) the Senate cannot function 

without bipartisan compromise and (2) sitting senators consistently make efforts to 

socialize newly-elected legislators to become hard-working and fair negotiators rather 

than hard-nosed partisans. 

Given these anecdotes contrasting experiences in the House and Senate, we are 

left to wonder: Why are relationships in these two chambers so different?  Why does the 

House emphasize to its newly-elected members that partisan opponents should be 

avoided and viewed as “enemies,” while freshmen senators are encouraged to build 

relationships across party lines?  Furthermore, how do these different experiences stack 

up against the empirical evidence that party polarization in roll call voting has been 

increasing significantly over the last 30 to 40 years?  While the Senate is not void of 

cross-party animosity, news reports, anecdotes, and legislator testimonies give the 

impression that there is something distinctively different about that chamber which sets 
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it apart from the more raucous House.  Perhaps there is something unique about the 

institution and its rules that make it more likely to foster civil behavior and the formation 

of bipartisan friendships?  This is the question this dissertation addresses. 

Research Questions 

For many years, congressional scholars have sought to understand the factors 

which influence and motivate the behavior of legislators.  These puzzles have 

introduced numerous questions regarding many aspects of legislative decision-making, 

including bill sponsorship and cosponsorship, roll call voting, committee membership, 

service in the party leadership, the influence of partisanship and ideology, and 

constituency service.  Scholars have explored these questions from a variety of 

perspectives using multiple theoretical lenses and methodological tools.  Theories which 

have been particularly useful include rational choice theories which focus on the 

individual goals of members of Congress, structural approaches which emphasize the 

historical and institutional context, and theories of social learning and adaptation that 

consider changes in member behavior over time.  While these theories, and others like 

them, have helped us learn much about the legislative process, they have been 

developed, in large part, based on evidence from the House of Representatives.  This is 

because the House is a much larger body than the Senate, providing scholars with a 

much larger number of cases for quantitative analysis, and because the more fluid and 

personalistic nature of the Senate makes developing generalizable theories more 

difficult. 

Part of the problem with this trend is that studying the House alone tells us only 

half of the story.  Members of the two chambers must work together to pass legislation, 

and the features unique to each chamber play a role in this process.  Another concern is 
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that when scholars do analyze the legislative process in the Senate, they often do so by 

viewing the institution through theoretical lenses designed to view and understand the 

House.  To utilize this approach, we must assume that the goals and behavior of 

senators and the context in which they operate are similar to those of members of the 

House.  However, because the two bodies are very different, we have reason to believe 

that the assumptions made for the House do not necessarily hold for the Senate.   

For example, differences in the structures of the institutions produce different 

working environments.  The world of House members is one that is characterized by 

predictability.  There is a clear hierarchy of power structured by party leadership posts.  

There are well-defined rules that govern every-day proceedings in the chamber, such as 

who may speak on the floor and for how long.  More broadly, there are regular two-year 

election cycles to which all members are subjected.  This means that at any given point 

in the congressional session, every House member (with the exception of those who 

plan to retire) has exactly the same amount of time before he or she must face an 

election, giving all legislators in the chamber a common goal on which they are focused 

simultaneously.  This stability and predictability provides legislators with a consistent 

framework for interpreting social relationships.  With everything laid out for them, there 

is very little guesswork regarding how to behave or with whom to associate. 

In contrast, senators are charged with a variety of tasks and operate in a fluid 

environment where they have more room to develop their own unique goals and 

innovative approaches to problem-solving.  By virtue of Senate rules governing the 

filibuster and unanimous consent agreements, among others, each senator has power 

as an individual, without having to hold an official post in the party leadership.  At any 



 

24 

given moment a single senator can bring legislative decision-making to a halt.  A former 

Kennedy staffer notes, 

in the Senate, purely partisan votes generally don’t pass legislation. In the 
HELP [Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions] Committee, the vast bulk of 
the health legislation we worked on did not qualify for precious and limited 
floor time—which meant that it had to be passed by unanimous consent. 
This required bipartisanship even when we were in the majority. And when 
we were in the minority, we couldn’t even get an agenda item considered 
without Republican support. This reality makes compromise and the 
formation of a dense network of personal relationships absolutely 
necessary (Nexon 2009, emphasis added). 

Due to these factors and the resulting lack of predictability in the chamber, navigating 

life in the Senate is much more difficult than is decision-making in the House.  To 

overcome these challenges, senators, in comparison to members of the House, rely 

less on their partisan identities and more on the social relationships they cultivate during 

their time in office (Dodd 2002). 

Although writers have commented for decades on the differences between the 

structures of the two chambers, many scholars have continued to use theories designed 

for the House to understand the behavior of senators.  When decades of scholarship 

suggest that the two environments are different, how can these assumptions be valid?  

How can we ignore an entire area of literature which discusses the fundamental 

differences between the two legislative chambers and argue that the theories which 

explain the behavior of representatives also explain the behavior of senators?  For 

some scholars the solution has been to study the House alone; while this may keep us 

from misinterpreting what we observe in the Senate, we learn nothing about the 

policymaking process in the chamber. 

What is needed to remedy this situation is a theoretical approach that will help us 

to explain the behavior of legislators in both the House and the Senate.  Such an 
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approach would allow us to account for the unique contexts of each chamber and the 

patterns of behavior developed for navigating and making sense of one’s environment.  

While the House setting is structured, regularized, and predictable leading to the 

adoption of generic roles and the development of common goals, the Senate is fluid and 

unpredictable, requiring members to take on a variety of tasks and generate innovative 

solutions to diverse challenges (Dodd 2002).  Although a rational choice perspective 

may be useful in understanding the routinized behavior and widely-shared goals of 

members of the House, it is not necessarily appropriate for interpreting the priorities of 

senators which fluctuate along with the changes in their working environment.  

Moreover, while the institutional and historical context influence the actions of legislators 

in both chambers, rational choice and structural theories focus on either the individual or 

the background, respectively.  Rather than limiting our study by utilizing a theory which 

forces us to choose between these two perspectives, why not identify an approach 

which considers elements of the individual, the institutional structure, and the temporal 

dimension altogether? 

The goal of this dissertation is to explore the influence of institutional structure on 

the behavior of members of Congress and to develop a theory of member behavior 

which takes into account the unique environments of each chamber.  Specifically, the 

research questions are: How do the different institutional structures and working 

environments of the House and Senate affect the interactions and behavior of members 

of each chamber, and how have changes in institutional structure influenced the goals 

and decision-making processes of members over time? 
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Theory 

To answer these questions, I develop a theory of sensemaking, or how members 

of the House and Senate interpret and adapt to the unique environment of each 

chamber.  I use this theory to explain differences in the bill cosponsorship behavior and 

networks of legislators.  The motivation for exploring bill cosponsorship rather than other 

legislative behavior comes from another weakness of the literature.  Specifically, 

scholars who study the development of party polarization in Congress rely almost 

exclusively on data on roll call voting.  Based on these analyses, scholars have 

concluded that members of the House of Representatives and the Senate have become 

sharply divided along party lines over the course of the post-War period.  While this 

finding is accepted widely both in the academic literature and within popular culture and 

the media, a question which has not yet been considered is: What does party 

polarization look like within other types of legislative behavior? 

To answer this question, this dissertation explores the connections made by 

members of Congress through bill cosponsorship.  While roll call votes serve as 

indicators of legislators’ issue positions, the decision to cosponsor legislation captures a 

much more personal aspect of the legislative process.  Often performed when one 

legislator asks another for support, the act of cosponsorship signifies that a relationship 

exists between legislators.  What is important in this context is not the type of bills which 

a legislator cosponsors, but whether or not the individuals with whom s/he cosponsors 

are fellow partisans or partisan opponents.  Observing a legislator’s pattern of 

cosponsorship across numerous bills paints a picture of the types of interactions, either 

partisan or bipartisan, in which s/he tends to engage over time. 
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Another reason for utilizing bill cosponsorship data is that reliable measures of 

more personal connections are difficult, if not impossible, to obtain.  While it would be 

ideal to collect data on more illuminating indicators of House and Senate friendships, for 

example, which legislators play basketball together or which go to the bar together, this 

information is not available publicly.  Likewise, other informal stages in the legislative 

process, such as private conversations among legislators and staff and vote-trading, 

may also give us valuable insight into the nature of bipartisanship in each chamber, but 

they, too, are not accessible to most researchers.  While legislators may cosponsor bills 

simply because they have a personal interest in the policy or because they are trying to 

claim credit for a popular action which they can tout to their constituents in a stump 

speech, there is important evidence that common bill cosponsorship is a significant 

indicator of a meaningful relationship between legislators.   

Specifically, legislators invest time recruiting colleagues to cosponsor their bills 

using personal contacts and “Dear Colleague” letters (Campbell 1982), and 

cosponsorship requires social interaction and collaboration among members (Bratton 

and Rouse n.d.; Cho and Fowler 2010; Lipinski 2009).  It is an indicator that legislators 

trust one another (Fowler 2006b) and a sign that members of Congress work together 

by choice.  Moreover, when members of both parties are willing to cosponsor a bill, this 

signals to other members that the legislation is ideologically balanced and is not a tool 

of a particular party.  Bipartisan cosponsorship is so important that it was part of 

Senator Ted Kennedy’s regular legislative strategy: 

On big, controversial bills, which did require a floor vote, Senator Kennedy’s 
typical strategy was to team up with one or more Republican partners. By 
making common cause with at least a limited number of Republicans, while 
holding the Democrats together, the senator could put together the sixty 
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votes generally needed to pass legislation. His unique stature as the 
leading liberal champion helped him lead progressive Democrats to support 
compromises that they would not necessarily swallow from other, less 
trusted Democrats. At the same time, Republican support made it much 
easier to hold moderate or conservative Democrats who would be nervous 
about supporting the kind of ambitious legislation Senator Kennedy worked 
for, without Republican support to provide cover. For progressive 
Democrats, it was hard to be to the left of Senator Kennedy. For moderate 
and conservative Democrats, it was hard to be to the right of Republican 
senators like Orrin Hatch of Utah or John McCain of Arizona (Nexon 2009). 

As a loyal progressive, Kennedy easily drew the support of his liberal Democratic 

colleagues.  By including Republicans as cosponsors, Kennedy was also able to attract 

the support of moderate Democrats and Republicans who were key to passing the 

legislation.  The success of these signals relied on the reputation Kennedy built for 

himself as a trustworthy legislator with a vast bipartisan personal network. 

One of the most prominent bipartisan bills of recent years is the Bipartisan 

Campaign Reform Act of 2002 (BCRA), informally referred to as McCain-Feingold.  A 

major legislative effort intended to increase restrictions on campaign financing, the lead 

cosponsors on the bill were Senators John McCain (R-AZ) and Russ Feingold (D-WI) 

and, in the House, Representatives Christopher Shays (R-CT) and Martin Meehan (D-

MA).  McCain, who belongs to the class of hyper-partisan warriors known as the 

“Gingrich senators,” worked against the interest of his party and its leadership in the 

Senate and was able to pass reforms the pair had attempted for the previous seven 

years (Waldman 2001; for more on the Gingrich senators, see Chapter 5).  During this 

process, the senators involved attended numerous bipartisan meetings and engaged in 

weeks of debate and negotiations that paired conservatives like McCain with liberals 

such as Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) and then-Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle (D-

SD) (Lancaster and Dewar 2001).  Over the years, the cosponsors had to accept 
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several compromises, but the bipartisan support helped to win over “high-profile 

Republican converts such as Sen. Thad Cochran (Miss.)” (Balz 2002). 

A more dramatic case is the story of the long-fought battle over the issue of 

mental health parity.  Two unexpected allies, Senators Pete Domenici (R-NM) and Paul 

Wellstone (D-MN), occupied drastically different ideological positions but worked 

together for ten years to pass legislation requiring insurance companies to cover mental 

health issues equally with physical diagnoses.  Domenici, an unlikely advocate for the 

cause, was “a gray, pragmatic fiscal and social conservative who opposed abortion, gun 

control and same-sex marriage and supported school vouchers, tax cuts and mandatory 

three-strikes sentencing. He was no bleeding heart, no cause-pleader” (Sontag 2002).  

However, the senator was attracted to the issue of mental health when his daughter, 

Clare, was diagnosed with mental illness: “If it were not for Clare's struggle with what 

was finally diagnosed as atypical schizophrenia, it is improbable that Pete Domenici, Mr. 

Fiscal, would have assumed the unlikely role of champion for the mentally ill. ‘I don't 

believe the subject ever would have come up,’ he acknowledged” (Sontag 2002).  On 

the Democratic side, Wellstone became interested in the topic because his older brother 

suffered from mental illness:  

Together the ‘odd couple,’ in Wellstone’s words, nurtured bipartisan 
alliances with former Senator Alan Simpson, whose niece committed 
suicide, and Senator Harry Reid, whose father killed himself, and Tipper 
Gore, who has suffered depression, and Representative Marge Roukema 
[R-NJ], whose husband is a psychiatrist, and Representative Patrick 
Kennedy [D-RI], who has also battled depression, and Senator Edward 
Kennedy, Patrick’s influential father…‘There has been a personal, 
crystallizing experience in each of our lives,’ Wellstone says. ‘You almost 
wish it didn't have to work that way, that all of us would care deeply anyway 
about people who were vulnerable and not getting the care they need. But 
this kind of thing happens a lot in politics for fully human reasons (Sontag 
2002). 
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These cross-party ties helped Domenici and Wellstone grow their support from just over 

20 Senate cosponsors when they initially introduced legislation in 1992 to the 66 

cosponsors they had ten years later (Sontag 2002).  In 1996, the senators were able to 

pass a limited version of their bill but continued to work until 2002 when Wellstone died 

tragically in a plane crash.  In 2004, Domenici continued his work to expand the 

legislation, this time with Senators Kennedy and Michael Enzi (R-WY).  In “a highly 

unusual consensus-building process,” the legislators were able to work together and 

finally pass the legislation in 2008 as the Mental Health Parity and Addiction Equity Act 

(Pear 2008). 

The final examples illustrating the significance and influence of bipartisan 

cosponsorships involve the work of Senator Ted Kennedy.  While the list of successful 

bipartisan bills involving Kennedy’s leadership goes on and on, I will discuss only a few.  

In the first case, Kennedy joined forces with Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS) to pass 

the Kassebaum-Kennedy Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996, 

more commonly known as HIPAA.  This law allows workers to keep their insurance 

when they change jobs and requires insurance companies to cover preexisting 

conditions.  After the failure of President Bill Clinton’s universal health care law in 1994, 

Kennedy knew that any reforms related to this issue would have to be less aggressive 

and would require bipartisan support.  As a result, he chose the widespread problem of 

preexisting conditions and insurance coverage as an issue that members of both parties 

could get behind.  Working with Kassebaum and her Republican colleagues required 

some give and take, and the final product was the “result of nearly two years of intense 

negotiations” (Grove 1996).  Important to this process was Kennedy’s willingness to 
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compromise, a major part of his character: ““I've never seen him say, ‘To hell with you 

all, I'm not going to move from my position,’” says [Senator Alan] Simpson. ‘Because if 

you do that, you’re not a legislator. You either have to learn to take a crumb when you 

can’t get a loaf, or you have to learn how to cry yourself to sleep at night’” (Grove 1996).  

This bill was seen by Kennedy as one of his most important efforts (Grove 1996) and 

was also identified by David Mayhew as a landmark law (Mayhew n.d.). 

Also in the area of health care, Ted Kennedy and Orrin Hatch were the primary 

supporters of the Ryan White Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency (CARE) Act 

passed in 1990.  This law provided funding for the care and treatment of low-income, 

uninsured, and under-insured people living with HIV/AIDS: “That a bill on such a heated 

topic would pass the Senate by the large margin of 95 to 4 was the result of successful 

efforts to build strong bipartisan support over the preceding weeks and months” (Health 

Resources and Services Administration n.d.). 

Another unusual partner for Kennedy was Senator Lauch Faircloth (R-NC), with 

whom Kennedy cosponsored the Faircloth-Kennedy Church Arson Prevention Act of 

1996 which strengthened penalties for arson at houses of worship.  As with Orrin Hatch, 

Kennedy stood at the opposite end of the ideological spectrum from Faircloth, but that 

did not stop the two senators from collaborating on the legislation: “The irony of 

Kennedy's co-sponsoring a bill with Faircloth -- not lost on anyone -- is all the more 

piquant because the arch-conservative from North Carolina is a staple demon of 

Kennedy’s stump speeches, just as Kennedy is of Faircloth’s” (Grove 1996).  While the 

two men often railed in speeches against each other’s policy positions, when 

interviewed Faircloth had only positive comments to make about his collaborator: “‘He 
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represents his causes well, and is very hard-working and very thorough in what he 

does,’ says Sen. Lauch Faircloth of North Carolina -- one of the Senate’s more 

conservative Republicans and a fervent foe of just about everything Kennedy stands 

for” (Grove 1996).  The Faircloth-Kennedy bill passed the Senate 98-0, cleared the 

House, and was signed into law by President Clinton in 1996. 

What these examples illustrate is the effectiveness of building personal 

relationships in the Senate.  In so many of his interactions with his Republican 

colleagues, Ted Kennedy showed that he was willing to give in order to receive; 

moreover, his repeated success shows that this strategy works.  Kennedy consistently 

approached potential Republican cosponsors with an attitude of openness and a 

willingness to ensure that they, too, got something out of the law they were working to 

pass.  Why is this approach so important in the Senate?  The reasons relate to the 

institution’s structure and traditions as well as to senators’ individual ambitions and 

goals.  Specifically, in “a chamber with only 100 members—and less than that for most 

of American history—and a historically weak party system, personal connections mean 

a lot” (Uslaner 1999, 5).  A smaller membership means that it is much easier for 

senators to get to know all of their colleagues, regardless of party.  Likewise, “with just 

100 members the Senate still encourages the forging of cross-party personal 

relationships inside the chamber” (Loomis 2000, 2). 

The lack of a strong hierarchical party leadership structure and the presence of 

rules giving power on an individual basis to each senator give members of this chamber 

the freedom to associate with whomever they choose.  It is these rules that allow any 

individual senator to obstruct and put a stop to the process altogether.  This 
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configuration is what requires bipartisan compromise for the successful passage of 

legislation, and it is the bipartisan “ties that are especially useful in overcoming the 

frequent filibusters that threaten the viability of the legislative process” (Loomis 2000, 2). 

From an historical institutionalist perspective, it is against the background of this 

structure that senators are highly motivated to build friendships with their colleagues.  

When they are first elected to the chamber and are learning the ways of the institution, 

senators find that making friends with their colleagues is simply a smart decision: “these 

peculiar Senate friendships are very much the product of individual calculations by 

individual senators who recognize that their political objectives cannot be achieved 

solely on their own” (Baker 1999, 6).  Thus, it is the institutional structure as well as 

senators’ individual aspirations for success in the chamber which lead to these cross-

party ties. 

Considering the Senate as a whole, the existence and maintenance of strong 

bipartisan relationships can also help keep the chamber functioning, or at least keep it 

from imploding, during times of heightened party polarization and conflict.  These 

“slender threads of common experience, fellowship, trust, and mutuality—the 

components of institutional kinship—serve to provide an important, perhaps 

indispensable, force for cohesion” (Baker 1980, 12).  One of the best examples of a 

period when the institution risked being torn apart was the impeachment trial of 

President Clinton.  Embedded in memory are the notorious fights that took place in the 

House between members of opposing parties, one of which involved Representatives 

Patrick Kennedy (D-RI) and Bob Barr (R-GA).  When Barr gave a speech on the House 

floor against President Clinton and cited a quote from the late President John F. 
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Kennedy, Patrick’s uncle, Rep. Kennedy became furious.  As Barr exited the House 

floor, Kennedy approached him and called him “a bigot”; this was in reference to Barr’s 

giving a speech at a convention put on by the Council of Conservative Citizens, a group 

that promotes the preservation of the white race (Merida 1999). 

In contrast, senators “boast of their ability to work with members of both parties. 

The compromises on impeachment were worked out by bipartisan teams such as Slade 

Gorton (R-WA) and Joseph Lieberman (D-CT), Dianne Feinstein (D-CA) and Robert 

Bennett (R-UT), Tom Harkin (D-IA) and Susan Collins (R-ME), and even the unlikely 

pair of Edward Kennedy (D-MA) and Phil Gramm (R-TX)” (Uslaner 2000, 33).  Seeking 

to differentiate themselves from the House, senators refuse to let their party loyalty in 

voting get in the way of working together: “Overall, [during Clinton’s impeachment trial] 

the Senate conducted its business in a much more civil manner than the 

House…Although Senate votes on procedure were often partisan, senators met in 

informal groups and worked out compromises that prevented the sort of outbursts that 

occurred in the House” (Uslaner 2000, 32).  What was the popular explanation for the 

difference in the Senate’s and House’s performance during these hearings? 

Senators and journalists attributed the Senate’s civil deliberations to its 
long-standing tradition of courtesy, to the bipartisan friendships that permit 
Senators to reach agreement even in the face of policy disagreements, to 
the six-year term that gives Senators more freedom to repel outsiders who 
would push them to extremes, and to simple fear of replicating the 
contentiousness of the House debate (Uslaner 2000, 33) 

It is the personal relationships built across party lines that help keep the institution 

together during the darkest of days. 

In his analysis of the observance of norms of civility and comity in each chamber 

of Congress, Eric Uslaner argues that the differences between the House and Senate 
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are really a matter of degree.  It is not that the Senate is civil while the House is not; it is 

more that the Senate is less uncivil than the House, due to senators’ ability to obstruct 

through formal mechanisms.  Uslaner says, “Senators obstruct. Representatives can’t 

block legislation so easily, so they make a lot of noise instead” (2000, 34).  The 

implication of Uslaner’s argument is not that senators behave better relative to House 

members because there is something about the institution which incentivizes good 

behavior.  Instead, senators are less uncivil than representatives simply because they 

have other, more palatable alternatives for getting their way. 

While there is no doubt that the Senate has witnessed its own share of 

skirmishes and indecencies, I argue in this dissertation that there is something more 

going on under the surface.  While partisan battles are broadcast and reported widely in 

the media and are severe enough to cause legislators to lament the state of 

relationships in Congress, there is something about the Senate’s structure, its smaller 

membership, longer terms, and unique rules, which promotes and sustains an 

undercurrent of bipartisanship flowing just beneath the surface of what is witnessed by 

most observers.  Moreover, this phenomenon is decidedly absent from the House. 

To explain this, it is necessary to understand that civility and comity are different 

from collaboration.  While of course civil behavior is more likely to attract allies than is 

name-calling or personal attacks, it is possible for legislators who may have spoken 

against one another in the past to develop and maintain a strong collaborative 

relationship.  To this point, Uslaner attributes incivility observed in the Senate, as well 

as the decline in comity in both chambers, to the decline in the number of ideologically 

moderate legislators.  As the number of conservative southern Democrats and the 
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number of liberal eastern Republicans declined, both chambers of Congress have lost 

the 

sources of relative moderation within their parties.  And it is moderates who 
reach out to people in the other party to compromise on legislation and who 
live and die by good personal relations. The famed Senate friendship of 
Republican Orrin Hatch and Edward Kennedy is rather unusual.  Ideological 
opposites may get along well enough, but they do not necessarily work well 
together on issues (Uslaner 1999, 4-5). 

As we have observed in the stories recounted above, it is indeed very possible for 

legislators who occupy opposite ends of the ideological spectrum to work together on 

legislation, often for years at a time.  While the close friendship of Kennedy and Hatch 

may be unique, they are joined by numerous bipartisan pairs of senators who managed 

to get along well enough, despite their polarized ideologies, to cosponsor legislation and 

see it through to enactment. 

Yet another example illustrates that  

civility in no way requires an absence of partisanship.  Senators Phil 
Gramm [R-TX] and Daniel Patrick Moynihan [D-NY] were passionate 
ideologues from opposite sides of the spectrum.  But both typically made 
their arguments politely and with comity.  Perhaps that is why they were 
frequently part of the negotiating team when final compromises were struck 
on important legislation (Sununu 2011). 

In this case, two senators who certainly were not moderate were known for their ability 

to collaborate and steer important bills to their successful passage.  Likewise, Senators 

John McCain and John Kerry (D-MA) started out on bad terms due to their opposing 

views on the Vietnam War (McCain saw Kerry as a traitor for participating in anti-War 

protests and throwing away his medals), and McCain even campaigned against Kerry in 

Massachusetts in 1984, an action that was deemed taboo, or even uncivil (Baker 1999, 

7-8).  However, serving on the Senate Select Committee on P.O.W./M.I.A. Affairs 

brought them together: “The two senators, so different in personality and philosophy, 
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and personally at odds, found themselves on the same side of an issue that both cared 

about passionately” (Baker 1999, 8).  This “common experience drew the two together 

in what is a classic institutional kinship...[and] their bond ran deep and wide” (Baker 

1999, 8).  Asked in 1996 to go to Massachusetts to campaign for Kerry’s Republican 

opponent, McCain refused. 

Plan of the Dissertation 

As we will see in the chapters that follow, party polarization in voting behavior 

does indeed plague the House and the Senate.  However, when we examine the stages 

of the legislative process that precede the vote, we find that occupants of the two 

chambers behave very differently.  Specifically, while House members learn to 

associate almost exclusively with their fellow partisans at the expense of building 

relationships with their partisan opponents, senators tend to associate almost equally 

with members of both political parties.  Indeed, ideological opposites who frequently 

cast votes on opposite sides of legislation also work together through bill 

cosponsorship.  One does not need to be a moderate or to operate in a chamber with 

perfect civility to collaborate with members of the other party. 

Furthermore, the reason for these inter-chamber differences rests with the 

institutional design of each chamber.  Because the House has 435 members, it must 

operate as a strict rule-based hierarchy; without clear roles for each legislator and rules 

that keep the chamber to a strict schedule, chaos would break out.  This clearly-defined 

structure leaves very little room for individual legislators to break from the patterns laid 

out for them.  New House members are taught from the beginning to associate with 

members of their party and to stay away from those who are unlike them.  It is not often 

that they stray from this pattern.  In contrast, the Senate’s much smaller membership 
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allows for the creation of institutional rules that give individual senators much more 

freedom and power relative to their House counterparts.  Seeing that their ability to 

easily obstruct creates gridlock and keeps them from accomplishing their policy goals, 

senators learn that they must build relationships with their colleagues of both parties if 

they are to achieve success in passing legislation.  As a result, the formation of 

bipartisan working relationships is incentivized and enshrined within the structure of the 

Senate. 

Guided by the theory of sensemaking, we can make several predictions about 

cosponsorship networks and behavior in each chamber.  First, I expect that the rigid 

structure of the House and the routinized behavior it encourages forces members to rely 

on partisanship as a behavioral cue.  As a result, the cosponsorship networks of House 

members will include more of their fellow partisans relative to the networks of senators.  

The increase in party polarization during recent years has no doubt had an effect on the 

networking behavior of House members.  While I expect that higher levels of 

polarization will also influence senators, the institutional structure and rules of the 

Senate force senators to interact and forge relationships with their colleagues on both 

sides of the aisle more regularly than representatives must.  As a result, the networks of 

senators will be composed of a smaller ratio of their fellow partisans to their partisan 

opponents and will be more diverse than those of representatives. 

This expectation stands in sharp contrast to the findings presented in the existing 

literature on party polarization.  The evidence in support of the argument that legislators’ 

sensemaking processes vary according to the institutional setting in which they serve 

suggests that it is not appropriate to make an observation about legislative behavior in 
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the House and apply it to the work life of the Senate.  Perhaps more importantly it 

implies that policymaking strategies that bring success for members of the House may 

not work for legislators when they move to the Senate. 

In Chapter 2, I explore the sensemaking literature and explain why it is 

appropriate to use this theory to shed light on House and Senate behavior.  I elaborate 

on the process of sensemaking in each chamber and how legislators’ strategies for 

adapting to the different institutional settings influence their strategies for networking 

and cosponsorship.  Furthermore, I delve deeper into the literature on House and 

Senate structure and its effects on legislators’ behavior in each setting.  What specific 

rules influence decision-making processes and why do they have this effect?  Finally, I 

explore research on bill cosponsorship to show the significance of this activity in 

legislators’ daily lives as well as to the success of the policies they seek to pass. 

In Chapter 3, I describe in detail the data and methods of analysis used 

throughout the dissertation.  I provide preliminary evidence which indicates that the 

cosponsorship networks of House members have indeed polarized over time, while 

those of senators have not.  I take the analysis further in Chapter 4 where I divide 

members of each chamber according to their institutional roles and individual 

characteristics and show that even though some legislators may occupy similar 

ideological positions based on their roll call voting patterns, their cosponsorship 

behavior can be very different.  The results of the analysis illustrate differences in the 

roles of party leaders in each chamber, as well as how a legislator’s cosponsorship 

behavior and networks change over time the longer they serve in each chamber. 



 

40 

Finally, having demonstrated that the pattern of cosponsoring legislation and 

building relationships with one’s colleagues through bill cosponsorship is unique in the 

Senate, the analysis in Chapter 5 focuses specifically on this chamber.  Here, I show 

that patterns of behavior learned when a legislator serves in the House do not 

necessarily carry over when they are elected to the Senate.  Instead, the unique 

institutional structure of the Senate forces legislators to adapt their strategies and 

become more bipartisan in their cosponsorship choices.  Likewise, I find that even the 

group of hyper-partisan warriors, known as the “Gingrich Senators,” moderate their 

cosponsorship behavior once they leave the routinized and predictable environment of 

the House for the more fluid and individualistic Senate chamber. 

Ultimately, the goal of this dissertation is twofold: to (1) emphasize the 

importance of theorizing about each chamber of Congress independently, and (2) 

illustrate that, while roll call voting is a very important and visible stage of the legislative 

process, the choices made at that time are not necessarily representative of the 

decision-making processes used during other stages of policy-making. 
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CHAPTER 2 
THEORY AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

This dissertation is grounded broadly in the literature on historical institutionalism 

and more specifically in the study of sensemaking in organizations.  Relying on the body 

of work which posits that an institution’s rules shape its actors’ goals and decision-

making processes, I turn to the theory of sensemaking to explain why legislators’ goals 

and behavior vary across the House and the Senate.  In the process, I address two 

main problems exhibited in research on Congress.  First, scholars of the institution have 

often studied the House while neglecting to consider corresponding relationships in the 

Senate.  While a number of examinations of the Senate’s unique structure and history 

have been conducted, the most prominent of which may be Donald Matthews’s study of 

Senate “folkways” (1960) and Barbara Sinclair’s work on the transformation of Senate 

norms and procedures (1989, 2009), few scholars have compared and contrasted the 

two chambers together. 

The tendency to focus on the lower chamber likely occurs because the House, 

with a much larger membership compared to the Senate, better facilitates large-N 

quantitative analyses.  It is also possible that scholars prefer to study the House 

because the working environment it establishes is much more predictable, making the 

development of coherent theories much simpler.  At its core, the chamber is based on a 

strict hierarchy, and its members are largely driven by the same goal: their desire for 

reelection.  The institution’s rules provide little room for House members to stray outside 

these boundaries, making the process of explaining and predicting legislators’ patterns 

of behavior in this chamber more straightforward than it might be for a more 

individualistic and less structured institution, such as the Senate. 
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The second concern in theorizing about Congress is that, in an attempt to 

overcome the first problem, researchers often take theories developed to explain 

legislative behavior in the House and apply them to the Senate.  One important example 

of this has been the attempt to frame the development of party polarization in both 

chambers in terms of the same theoretical mechanisms.  Delving deeper into the 

literature on party polarization, I explain yet another problem with this literature: the 

conclusions of scholars in this genre are based strictly on the analysis of one stage of 

the legislative process: roll call voting.  Although anecdotal evidence, usually in the form 

of stories about legislators’ attempts at obstruction and general incivility, has been 

provided to bolster the argument that the two major political parties have become more 

polarized in both chambers of Congress over the last 30 years, it is troubling to note that 

the only empirical evidence provided in support of this trend focuses specifically on one 

isolated stage in the policy process: the vote.   

What this dissertation offers is a test of the argument that polarization has 

progressed similarly in the House and in the Senate over the post-Reform period.  To 

explain these observations, I present a theory which accounts for the unique structure 

and working environments that exist in each chamber.  Specifically, variation in the rules 

and norms established in the House and Senate cause legislators in each chamber to 

make sense of their environments differently.  While House members are able to rely on 

party loyalty to help them navigate the decisions they must make throughout their two-

year term, senators are forced to develop more informal decision-making processes.  In 

the Senate, strict adherence to party lines is not enough; by virtue of rules such as the 

filibuster and unanimous consent agreements, and the fluid and unpredictable 
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environment they create, senators must build working relationships with their colleagues 

on both sides of the aisle if they are to be successful legislators.  Ultimately, I find that 

the extent of party polarization varies according to the stage in the legislative process 

under examination (i.e. roll call voting or bill cosponsorship) and, equally important, 

across legislative chambers.  By examining bill cosponsorship, a stage of policymaking 

which is less visible and less widely publicized compared to roll call voting, this research 

uncovers evidence of bipartisan relationships in the Senate which have not been 

considered previously in the literature.  Moreover, this conclusion supports the need for 

theorizing about each chamber independently. 

New Institutionalism: Decision-Making across Contexts 

The idea behind new institutionalism is that political actors do not operate in a 

vacuum.  Choices and strategies are not based solely on the wishes of an individual; 

rather, they are shaped by the environment in which that individual operates.  In fact, 

the “central analytic point shared by both major analytical traditions within new 

institutionalism—historical institutionalists and rational choice institutionalists—is that 

institutions provide the strategic context in which political actors make policy choices.  

Institutional contexts, they suggest, frame actors’ strategic choices and thereby shape 

public policy” (Steinmo and Tolbert 1998, 165).  But what are the “strategic choices” 

these authors mention? 

Perhaps the most obvious choice is a legislator’s decision to vote for or against a 

bill.  As will be discussed below, there is already a significant literature which illustrates 

the growing influence that party loyalty has on this stage of the legislative process.  

Another strategic choice is the decision to cosponsor legislation.  This practice, too, has 

received attention from scholars.  However, what has been neglected is the study of 
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how the institutional context influences the process of building relationships which 

subsequently leads to common cosponsorships.  This is an area where theories utilizing 

the new institutionalist approach can be useful: “both rational-choice institutionalists and 

historical institutionalists presume that organizationally embodied routines play a crucial 

role in allocating resources and structuring the incentives, options, and constraints 

faced by political participants” (Pierson and Skocpol 2002, 706).  In the context of 

Congress, these “routines” include the rules, norms, and standard daily operating 

procedures, such as committee and staff meetings, hearings, and floor speeches, that 

keep each chamber running.  All of these activities provide legislators with the 

opportunity to get to know their colleagues, and the institutions’ rules which direct these 

interactions have a direct and significant effect on the people (and parties) each 

legislator gets to know. 

Taking a broader view of institutions, some scholars include in their analysis 

sets of relationships that persist, although in an inherently conflictual and 
tension filled way.  Institutions may be formal organizations or informal 
networks.  They have shared meetings and relatively stable bundles of 
resources attached to them.  I [Theda Skocpol] take an organizational 
realist approach to institutions, viewing them as actual patterns of 
communication and activity, rather than seeing them primarily as values, 
norms, ideas, or official rules (Skocpol 1995, 105). 

Here, Skocpol explains that the essence of an institution is captured not only in its rules 

and norms, but also in the relationships built and interactions engaged in by the 

members of the organization.  Furthermore, the process by which these interactions are 

translated into norms involves the socialization of new members.  For example, 

historical institutionalists view individuals’ behavior as driven by their willingness to fulfill 

their duties to the institution, rather than strictly by individual preferences: “In a duty 

metaphor, we assume that political actors associate certain actions with certain 
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situations by rules of appropriateness.  What is appropriate for a particular person in a 

particular situation is defined by the political and social system and transmitted through 

socialization” (March and Olsen 1984, 741).  Institutional rules that delineate duties are 

passed down and shaped over time.  Unlike individuals who serve for relatively short 

periods of time, institutions typically survive for decades, if not centuries.  Therefore, 

existing rules and norms are the product of the preferences of individuals serving 

currently, as well as the history and “institutional memory” that has built up over time.  

Given that the House and Senate institutions and their rules are very different, the 

patterns of behavior that are passed through the socialization process also vary by 

chamber. 

Taking the example of party polarization in roll call voting as described below, the 

literature states broadly that the growth in polarization has occurred consistently in both 

chambers.  Given this observation, we have no reason to suspect that the patterns of 

behavior or socialization are any different in the Senate than they are in the House.  

However, as will be shown in the chapters that follow, significant differences are 

observed across chambers when we examine legislators’ patterns of bill cosponsorship.  

This begs the question: if senators, as individual political actors, possess roughly the 

same individual goals of reelection, making good public policy, and obtaining power that 

House members do, why do we observe differences in their cosponsorship behavior? 

I argue that the answer lies in important differences in the structure of the two 

chambers, as well as differences in the strategies of decision-making and relationship-

building that are formed as a result of these structures.  Moreover, a theory based on 

the new institutional perspective is appropriate to explain this phenomenon because the 
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“focus [of the approach] is on explaining variations in important or surprising patterns, 

events, or arrangements—rather than on accounting for human behavior without regard 

to context or modeling very general processes presumed to apply at all times and 

places” (Pierson and Skocpol 2002, 696-7).  Contrary to the traditional literature on 

party polarization which relies strictly on the analysis of roll call voting behavior, I find 

that while bill cosponsorship networks in the House mirror the polarization they exhibit in 

roll call votes, those in the Senate do not.  Instead, senators’ bill cosponsorships are 

almost evenly split between their same-party colleagues and their partisan opponents. 

One possible individual-level explanation is that there is something unique about 

legislators who run for and are elected to seats in the House compared to those who 

are elected to the Senate.  Perhaps House members are more narrow-minded or hard-

headed or have less political experience and, therefore, less willingness to compromise 

than their Senate counterparts.  Such an argument places the focus on an individual’s 

personality and his or her choices that result from this disposition.  However, as I show 

in Chapter 5, there is nothing unique about senators as individuals when it comes to 

cosponsoring legislation.  Comparing the bipartisan cosponsorship behavior of senators 

who previously served in the House to senators who never served in the lower 

chamber, I find that there are no significant differences between the two groups; 

senators with previous House service are equally likely to interact with their partisan 

opponents as are senators without prior House experience.  Lacking evidence to 

support the idea that there is something fundamentally different about legislators in the 

House and Senate as individuals, how can we explain the higher levels of bipartisan 

cosponsorship in the Senate relative to the House? 
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The answer lies in the constraints created by each institution in which rational 

actors must operate.  It is these differences in the structure of each chamber which help 

explain inconsistencies in what would otherwise be rational behavior.  In other words, 

theories developed to understand the behavior of legislators in the House suggest that 

members consistently make decisions, voting and otherwise, based on their party 

loyalty.  Viewing the bipartisan cosponsorship decisions of senators with this theoretical 

lens would lead us to believe that senators who cosponsor bills with members of the 

opposing party are not acting rationally.  However, a new institutionalist approach tells 

us that individuals who do not seem to be acting rationally may, in fact, be maneuvering 

around institutional rules or norms while still seeking to reach their goals.  What seems 

“rational” for members of the House, (voting and associating with colleagues based 

almost strictly on party loyalty), is simply not rational for senators given the unique 

institutional context in which they are placed. 

Unlike House members, senators operate in an environment where the key to 

achieving one’s policy and power goals is to establish an informal network of 

supporters, including colleagues from both sides of the aisle.  The motivations for the 

development of these bipartisan networks are Senate rules which incentivize 

bipartisanship.  Senate rules, particularly the filibuster and unanimous consent 

agreements, require senators to build bipartisan coalitions in order to pass legislation.  

Referring to the norm of reciprocity, or the belief that “people must respect their 

promises and obligations to others,” Eric Uslaner explains how this practice and the 

broader structure of the institution make the Senate unique: 

It is natural to think of senators huddling together in the well of the chamber 
and making deals with one another.  The Senate is, above all, a chamber of 
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individuals.  The Senate has few rules, and routine legislative business is 
usually accomplished through unanimous consent agreements.  A single 
senator can tie the Senate up in knots and a minority (forty-one) can sustain 
a filibuster even in the face of a determined majority.  Without a 
commitment to reciprocity, the Senate could well come to a complete halt. 

The House, on the other hand, is more majoritarian.  It has an elaborate set 
of rules that in recent years has been increasingly used to restrict minority 
party rights.  The House membership is four and a half times as large as 
the Senate’s.  Individual members cannot bring the House to a halt.  The 
two-year election cycle means that members have less time to chat with 
their colleagues since they must spend more time courting the folks back 
home (2000, 35-6). 

Essentially, the Senate’s smaller, more individualistic design creates an environment 

which encourages the formation of bipartisan friendships based on the norm of 

reciprocity.  It is reciprocity and the trust it produces which give senators the confidence 

and security to build relationships with their colleagues across the aisle.  Rather than 

prioritizing party loyalty over all else, as is the practice in the House, the Senate 

environment dictates that rational actors pursuing their individual reelection, policy, and 

power goals will find it necessary to build strong ties with their partisan opponents, as 

well as their same-party colleagues. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I review the literature on the differences in 

House and Senate structures.  I also explain what scholars of party polarization have 

found when they conducted analyses using data on roll call voting patterns.  Given the 

theory set out above, I situate my examination of bill cosponsorship behavior in the 

context of the relevant literature and explain why bill cosponsorship and the personal 

relationships and networks built during its practice are important to understanding 

differences in legislative behavior in the House and Senate.  Specifically, I look to a 

theory of organizational behavior known as sensemaking to explain how legislators in 

each chamber learn strategies for success through the socialization process. 
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The Institutional Structure of Congress: House and Senate Differences 

Given the argument that environmental context influences individual behavior, it 

is important to review differences between the institutional structures of the House and 

Senate.  Within scholarship on Congress, there is a large body of literature emphasizing 

important institutional differences between the House and Senate.  Much of this work 

explores how differences in the structure, rules, and norms of each chamber produce 

diverse outcomes in the behavior of their members. 

Chamber Size 

First, the most basic difference between the House and Senate, their size, may 

influence the relationships built among legislators within each chamber.  With 435 

members of the House, it is nearly impossible for legislators to know or even recognize 

all of their colleagues; unless members serve on the same committee, are from the 

same state, or have similar qualities in common, two individuals may never meet.  In 

contrast, with only 100 members of the Senate, it is easier for senators to know each 

other on a more personal level. In this setting, legislators’ success is dependent upon 

their ability to interact with other members through face-to-face contact, with even the 

senior and freshmen members communicating frequently.   

In addition, the size of each body affects the way its committees operate.  

Because the House is so large, there are usually more than twenty people serving on a 

single House committee, while in the Senate that number is typically smaller.  Another 

contrast of the committee systems is that most work in the House is done in 

subcommittees, while most work in the Senate is done in full committees or on the floor 

(Baker 1995).  With 435 members, the bulk of legislative work cannot be done on the 

floor of the House; because of this, the institution is forced to subdivide and delegate its 
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tasks to the appropriate committees.  In doing so, the House has developed a 

specialized committee system and strong party organizations, as well as a formal 

system of rules and procedures (Dodd 2002).  Indeed, the institution is organized 

around its committees while the Senate is more accommodating of individuals’ interests 

(Carmines and Dodd 1985). 

Although the roles of House and Senate committees are identical, membership 

on prestigious and powerful committees in the House gives a representative more 

influence in that body than does a senator’s membership on similar committees in his 

institution.  Ross Baker (1995) asserts that membership on a prestige committee in the 

Senate does not define who you are the way that it does in the House.  Because a 

senator’s appointment to a “prime” committee is almost certain, these positions are not 

coveted as they are by their House counterparts (Baker 1995, 62).  As a consequence, 

seniority matters much more in the House than it does in the Senate, giving individual 

rank-and-file senators more power and influence in the chamber relative to their House 

counterparts. 

Finally, the difference in chamber size also affects the physical organization of 

each institution.  In the Senate, each member has his or her own desk.  However, in the 

House, the use of individual desks was given up years ago when the size of the 

membership grew too large to accommodate everyone.  Similarly, the higher status of 

the Senate is reflected in the greater number and quality of amenities and size of office 

spaces given to senators in comparison to representatives (Baker 1995). 

Length of Terms 

Because a single term in the House lasts only two years, House members spend 

most of their time focused on winning reelection rather than investing their time in 
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building lasting relationships with one another.  The connections that are made between 

House colleagues tend to exist between members of the same party; this occurs, in 

large part, because the very structure of the House, from freshmen members’ 

orientation sessions to committee meeting seating arrangements, encourages 

interaction among fellow partisans and provides few opportunities for members of 

opposing parties to establish working relationships (Lipinski 2009, 344).  In contrast, the 

six-year terms of senators give them time to establish more meaningful connections 

with one another. 

Additional anecdotal evidence exists which supports these claims.  During 

interviews with former Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle and Florida State Senator 

Nan Rich, both legislators commented on the influence that chamber size and length of 

term have on the ability of legislators to build relationships with one another.1  In 

particular, Senator Rich commented that the Florida Senate is characterized by a much 

more bipartisan atmosphere than the House due to the smaller size of the Senate.  

Likewise, Senator Daschle suggested that the longer terms of service of U.S. senators 

gives them more opportunities to get to know one another, personally.  In the House, he 

said, legislators are forced to focus on their campaigns rather than on networking with 

their colleagues.  Moreover, compared to past congresses, legislators in the House 

today have little to no interaction with members of the other party.  

Rules and Procedures 

Due to its large size, the House has been designed as a highly structured, 

hierarchical institution that relies on established rules and procedures to maintain 

                                            
1
 The interviews with Sen. Daschle and Sen. Rich were conducted on January 20, 2010 and November 

30, 2009, respectively. 
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efficiency and order.  Over time, as the House has grown in size, its membership has 

become more selective (turnover has declined and incumbency success has risen), it 

has become more complex internally (committees have gained autonomy and the 

number of leadership positions available has increased), and it has developed 

universalistic norms and practices (clear codes of conduct apply to everyone) (Polsby 

1968).  The Senate, on the other hand, is a much more informal, fluid, and individualistic 

chamber (Baker 1995; Dodd 2002). 

In the House, the Speaker may choose to recognize a member to speak, or he 

may ignore the individual.  In the Senate, it is easier to gain the opportunity to speak on 

the floor because members who are ignored can cause big problems later by stalling 

the legislative process.  Furthermore, House rules limit the time a member can speak 

and leave no room for “mischief”; however, Senate rules are more lenient and allow for 

“mischief-making” (Baker 1995, 71).  Perhaps the greatest procedural difference is that 

senators enjoy the use of the filibuster as a legislative tool.  Any member, no matter how 

inexperienced or how veteran, can use this technique for his or her own purposes.  As a 

result, “the possibility of filibusters encourages the Senate to seek consensus whenever 

possible and to conduct business under the terms of unanimous consent agreements 

that limit the time available for debate and amending” (Heitshusen 2012). 

Another advantage held by senators is that they are not burdened by 

germaneness rules.  In the House, a bill must be presented to the Rules Committee 

before it can be advanced to the floor.  Rules Committee members have the opportunity 

to decide the formal procedure for handling the bill on the floor and write rules that limit 

the types of amendments that can be offered.  In the Senate, however, there is no 



 

53 

Rules Committee, so members are able to have a greater influence on legislation once 

it reaches the floor.  By introducing an amendment that is “not germane to the subject or 

purpose of the bill being debated,” senators can “raise issues and potentially have the 

Senate vote on them, even if they have not been studied and evaluated by the 

appropriate standing committees” (Heitshusen 2012).  As an alternative, party leaders 

can decide what the floor procedure will be, and members must agree through 

unanimous consent to these stipulations (Baker 1995).  Again, this process gives more 

power to individual senators than is given to representatives. 

Most importantly, the rules and procedural features unique to the Senate force 

senators of both parties to work together on a regular basis in advance of bringing 

legislation to a vote.  Unlike members of the House, senators face obstacles, such as 

the filibuster, unanimous consent agreements, and non-germane amendments, which 

can be used by a bill’s opponents to impede the legislative process.  Because of this, 

the process of legislating in the Senate requires more than twisting arms and enforcing 

party loyalty during roll call voting; it necessitates the development and maintenance of 

functional working relationships among a variety of senators (Sinclair 2009). 

Party Loyalty 

Finally, differences in the power structure in each chamber suggest that House 

members may have more incentive than senators to toe the party line.  According to the 

theory of Conditional Party Government, assertive leaders of the House majority party 

actively influence the behavior of rank-and-file members (Aldrich and Rohde 2001; 

Rohde 1991).  This is due, in part, to the relatively rigid hierarchical structure of the 

House (Smith and Gamm 2009, 144), as well as to changes made to House rules 

during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.  During this period, individual legislators ceded 
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power to their party leaders to make the legislative process more efficient.  Over time, 

norms of seniority were replaced by an emphasis on party loyalty; to obtain power in the 

House, a legislator had to show that s/he was committed to the party organization 

(Aldrich and Rohde 2001; Cox and McCubbins 2005; Rohde 1991; Theriault 2008, 53). 

In comparison, the power held by party leaders to coerce and alter the behavior 

of the rank-and-file is much weaker in the Senate (Lazarus and Steigerwalt 2009, 350-

352).  The organizational structure of the smaller chamber fits a “collegial pattern” in 

which power is retained by the full membership on the floor, rather than “being lodged 

disproportionately in party leadership” as it is in the House (Smith and Gamm 2009, 

144).  In 1996, Robert Byrd gave a speech to the freshman class during the Senate’s 

new member orientation in which he highlighted the differences between party 

leadership in the House and Senate.  In his speech, Byrd notes that the positions held 

by Senate party leaders are relatively new and grant little real power compared to the 

leadership in the House: 

In this now 208-year-old institution, the positions of majority and minority 
leaders have existed for less than 80 years. Although the positions have 
evolved significantly within the past half century, still, the only really 
substantive prerogative the leaders possess is the right of first recognition 
before any other member of their respective parties who might wish to 
speak on the Senate Floor. 

Those of you who have served in the House will now have to forget about 
such things as the Committee of the Whole, closed rules, and 
germaneness, except when cloture has been invoked, and become well 
acquainted with the workings of unanimous consent agreements. Those of 
you who took the trouble to learn Deschler’s Procedure will now need to set 
that aside and turn in earnest to Riddick’s Senate Procedure (Byrd 1996). 

Moreover, Byrd instructs former House members that they should forget what they 

learned in that chamber and adapt to the Senate’s less structured and hierarchical 

folkways. 
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Traditional Explanations of Party Polarization in Congress 

This review of the inter-chamber differences in the power of party leaders speaks 

to a broader discussion about inter-party differences.  A development which is often 

lamented publicly by politicians and members of the media is the increase in party 

polarization, or the growing ideological gap between the parties.  The traditional view of 

polarization in Congress states that legislators in both the House and Senate have 

become more sharply divided along party lines over time (Fleisher and Bond 2004; 

McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Theriault 2006). 

Some scholars have explained this trend by pointing to partisan realignment and 

the “sorting” of constituents and their representatives into the party more in line with 

their ideology (Jacobson 2000; Butler 2009; Theriault 2008).  Others suggest that, in 

recent years, voters have elected fewer moderate candidates to Congress, choosing 

instead to “replace” members of the ideological middle with those who were more loyal 

to their party (Fleisher and Bond 2004; Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Theriault 2006).  A 

third perspective states that societal changes, such as the growth of income inequality, 

advanced party polarization in both chambers by placing the interests of low and high 

income citizens, represented by the Democratic and Republican parties, respectively, in 

direct competition with one another (Garand 2010, 1110; McCarty, Poole, and 

Rosenthal 2006).  This encouraged representatives from each party to leave the 

ideological middle in favor of the extremes of the spectrum. 

Although other explanations for the growth of congressional party polarization do 

exist (see, for example, Carson et al. 2007; Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2004; Ladewig 

2010; Masket 2007; Theriault and Rohde 2010), what these theories have in common is 

that they measure polarization using data on legislators’ roll call votes.  The measure 



 

56 

used most commonly was created by Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal (and later 

contributed to by Timothy Nokken) and is presented in Figures 2-1 and 2-2 in the form 

of first-dimension Nokken-Poole DW-NOMINATE scores.  Essentially, using a method 

of ideal point estimation, the authors calculate each legislator’s ideological position 

based on their pattern of roll call voting.2  Like the more commonly used Poole and 

Rosenthal scores, the Nokken-Poole values range from -1 (most liberal) to 1 (most 

conservative). 

Figures 2-1 and 2-2 tell the traditional story of party polarization: the parties in 

both the House and the Senate have diverged over time.  This is indicated by the 

gradual separation of the two modal peaks (representing liberals on the left and 

conservatives on the right).  Although during the most recent Congresses the two 

parties in the Senate were not divided as markedly as they were in the House, it is clear 

that liberals and conservatives in both chambers drifted apart.  Virtually all arguments 

about the development of party polarization in Congress are made based on these data. 

In sum, the literature has introduced a litany of hypotheses to explain a 

phenomenon (party polarization) which they have observed within only one stage of the 

legislative process.  This begs the question: If polarization is so prevalent within 

Congress, do we also observe a growing division between the parties across other 

activities performed by its members? 

                                            
2
 Because the analysis in this dissertation requires that ideology scores be compared (and exhibit 

variation) across time, the Poole and Rosenthal W-NOMINATE and DW-NOMINATE scores cannot be 
used.  However, the Nokken and Poole DW-NOMINATE scores allow for such an analysis.  For an 
explanation, see Ladewig 2010, p. 503. To obtain the data, visit: <http://voteview.com/Nokken-Poole.htm 
>. 
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An Alternative Measure of Party Polarization 

As an alternative to studying congressional voting behavior, I examine the 

possibility that party polarization has developed in legislators’ patterns of bill 

cosponsorship.  The importance of bill cosponsorship has been well-established (see, 

for example, Campbell 1982; Fowler 2006a, 2006b; Kessler and Krehbiel 1996; Koger 

2003).  The ability to assemble and maintain a network of colleagues on whom a 

legislator can draw support often determines one’s capacity in the policy-making 

process (Lipinski 2009).  Legislators invest much time recruiting colleagues to 

cosponsor their bills using personal contacts and “Dear Colleague” letters (Campbell 

1982), a practice which makes bill cosponsorship an important indicator of established 

relationships between legislators.  Cosponsorship requires social interaction and 

collaboration among members (Bratton and Rouse 2011; Cho and Fowler 2010; Lipinski 

2009) and can indicate that legislators trust one another (Fowler 2006b).  Perhaps most 

importantly, cosponsorship is a sign that members of Congress have chosen to work 

together during the policy process, rather than having this decision made for them, for 

example by appointment to a common committee.  Cosponsorship can also be used as 

a signaling device to influence other legislators (Kessler and Krehbiel 1996), and can be 

affected by a variety of individual, electoral, and institutional factors (Bratton and Rouse 

2011; Cooper and Young 1989; Koger 2003; Garand and Burke 2006; Platt and 

Sinclair-Chapman 2008; Rocca and Sanchez 2008). 

By measuring the interactions of legislators, scholars have sought to explain the 

more personal and previously-unquantifiable factors which influence legislative 

productivity.  Based on measures of these networks, researchers have concluded that 

Congress possesses the qualities of a “small-world network,” or one in which members 
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are densely connected (Cho and Fowler 2010; Watts and Strogatz 1998).  Further work 

on this subject suggests that legislators who are “better connected” through bill 

cosponsorship are more successful in passing their amendments to bills (Fowler 2006a, 

2006b; Cho and Fowler 2010).  Moreover, research suggests that the cosponsorship 

behavior of legislators varies with qualities such as partisanship, seniority, and service 

as a committee chair or in the party leadership (Koger 2003). 

Comparing the two chambers, most House members are typically connected 

through cosponsorship to less than 25% of their colleagues in the chamber while most 

senators are connected to more than 75% of their fellow senators.  This suggests “that 

the Senate cosponsorship network is much more densely interconnected than the 

House” (Fowler 2006a, 460).  Although this is likely due to the smaller size of the 

Senate relative to the House, networks scholars have failed to examine inter-chamber 

differences beyond this observation.  Similarly, studies of cosponsorship networks 

illustrate that while polarization in the Senate has diminished, in the House it remains 

high relative to past levels (Zhang et al. 2008).  However, this conclusion is limited and 

requires an explanation. 

Using bill cosponsorship as an indicator of party polarization is different from 

analyzing roll call votes because cosponsorship measures the personal connections 

legislators make with one another, rather than their policy positions.  Moreover, bill 

cosponsorship patterns paint a picture of the network of individuals with whom a 

legislator chooses to interact throughout each Congress.  To measure party polarization 

within the process of bill cosponsorship, this dissertation explores the extent to which 

legislators cosponsor with their fellow partisans compared to their partisan opponents.  
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If the pattern of party polarization observed in roll call voting holds for patterns of bill 

cosponsorship across both chambers of Congress, we would expect to see legislators 

cosponsoring bills much more frequently with their fellow partisans at the expense of 

collaborating with members of the opposing party. 

Studying legislative behavior from this perspective reveals conclusions different 

from those drawn by the traditional polarization literature: Although members of the 

House have become more polarized in their cosponsorship behavior over the last 30 

years, choosing to associate through bill cosponsorship with a larger number of their 

same-party colleagues relative to their colleagues on the other side of the aisle as well 

as cosponsoring more bills with their partisan colleagues compared to their partisan 

opponents, members of the Senate have not.  Instead, senators tend to maintain 

cosponsorship networks in which approximately half of their connections are made with 

fellow partisans and half are made with partisan opponents.  I argue that these “50-50 

networks” form as a result of the institutional context in which senators operate and the 

sensemaking process in which they engage when they enter the institution.  Having 

outlined the literature which guides this analysis, I return to a more detailed discussion 

of the process of sensemaking as it is applied to members of the House and Senate. 

Sensemaking in Organizations 

The theory presented in this dissertation relies heavily on the work of 

organizational theorists.  Specifically, I apply a theory known as “sensemaking” to the 

working environments of the House and Senate.  The literature on sensemaking 

conceives of the phenomenon in different ways, but generally, scholars argue that 

individuals rely on sensemaking most when they are placed in an unfamiliar situation; 

quite literally, sensemaking is the process in which people “make sense” of the 
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environment around them.  Some scholars have defined it as, “a process in which 

individuals develop cognitive maps of their environment” (Ring and Rands 1989, 342).  

A phrase that is related to sensemaking is “frame of reference,” or “a generalized point 

of view that directs interpretations” (Cantril 1941, 20 quoted in Weick 1995, 4).  When 

people rely on frameworks, it allows them “to comprehend, understand, explain, 

attribute, extrapolate, and predict” (Starbuck and Milliken 1988, 51).  Most importantly, 

argues Karl Weick, sensemaking should be understood as a process, rather than as an 

outcome.  Namely, it is retrospective, social, ongoing, grounded in identity construction, 

focused on and by extracted cues, and driven by plausibility rather than accuracy 

(Weick 1995, 17).   

Alternatively, sensemaking can also be understood as a social activity.  Relating 

this concept to the experiences of newcomers joining and being socialized into an 

organization, Meryl Louis states that “individuals experience events that may be 

discrepant from predictions.  Discrepant events, or surprises, trigger a need for 

explanation, or post-diction, and, correspondingly, for a process through which 

interpretations of discrepancies are developed” (1980, 241).  This suggests that when 

individuals enter a new environment that is not well-defined for them, they will rely on 

sensemaking to understand each new (and perhaps surprising) event they encounter.  

Moreover, “sensemaking will be more or less of an issue in organizations, depending on 

the adequacy of the scripts, routines, and recipes already in place” (Weick 1995, 5).  In 

other words, the more random or the less predictable a scenario, the more an individual 

will rely on sensemaking.  The process of sensemaking has “a strong influence on the 

manner by which individuals within organizations begin processes of transacting with 



 

61 

others,” (Ring and Van de Ven 1989, 180), and it is necessary “for organizational 

members to understand and to share understandings about such features of the 

organization as what it is about, what it does well and poorly, what the problems it faces 

are, and how it should resolve them” (Feldman 1989, 19).  This indicates that 

sensemaking is an important aspect of how members of an organization build 

relationships with one another and come to understand the goals and strengths of the 

group to which they belong. 

This discussion is an introduction to why congressional scholars should develop 

theories which account for the unique structures of the House and Senate.  In the 

remainder of this chapter, I present my interpretation of the process of sensemaking 

specific to the House and Senate which is the approach used to guide the empirical 

analyses in the chapters that follow. 

Sensemaking in the House and Senate 

It is appropriate to use this concept to help us understand the behavior of 

legislators in the House and Senate precisely because election to Congress places 

individuals in an unfamiliar environment within an organization where they must build 

relationships with their colleagues and gain a clear understanding of the goals and 

strengths of the institution.  Specifically, work on sensemaking suggests that the 

consistent framework which characterizes the House (i.e. its hierarchical structure, 

emphasis on the connection between party loyalty and individual success, and its strict 

rules) allows representatives to interpret social relationships more easily.  In contrast, 

because the Senate is a much more fluid and less hierarchical institution, it is much 

more difficult for senators to develop routines that can help them interpret their 

surroundings. 
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When considering the process of sensemaking in each chamber, it is important 

to understand how the daily work lives and concerns of House members differ from 

those of senators, and how these differences translate into different patterns of 

relationship-building and networking through bill cosponsorship.  First, because all 

legislators in the House are required to face reelection every two years, they have a 

common electoral focus; when the campaign season arrives, all House members 

running a campaign divert their attention to the goal of reelection.  This introduces 

consistency and predictability to the House chamber.  Similarly, because the House is 

charged with crafting revenue legislation, the institution’s life is organized around these 

debates, leading to the formation of a routine.  This makes the House world regularized 

and predictable, structured by the rules of the institution.  This predictability leads to the 

development of generic roles for members and a relatively straightforward sensemaking 

process. 

In contrast, senators have multiple roles and are assigned a variety of tasks.  

This gives them the freedom to take their own innovative and unique approach to 

lawmaking.  Although the Senate shares with the House the duties of writing legislation 

and performing oversight, senators also must debate the ratification of treaties and 

confirm presidential nominations and appointments (Dodd 2002).  All of these duties 

and the Senate’s broad national focus require senators to be generalists, while 

representatives have an easier time developing expertise in specific policy areas (Baker 

1995).  While the House typically provides the detailed expertise in the legislative 

process, the Senate focuses more on the broad concepts of national policies (Carmines 

and Dodd 1985).  House members devote much attention to the local interests of their 
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districts and link the people to the government, while senators typically have a broader, 

national perspective of politics in which they have a consensus on the national interest.  

All of these factors contribute to the regularized and predictable routine of the typical 

House member and the more fluid and individualistic nature of the life of a senator. 

Moreover, the staggered, six-year terms of senators means that the priorities of 

the members vary according to how distant their reelection campaign is; those who 

must mount a campaign in the upcoming election will be driven more by their desire to 

please their constituents, whereas those who have most recently been reelected may 

be more concerned with other goals, such as policymaking or obtaining a place of 

power within the chamber.  Rather than creating a predictable and consistent 

environment where members can rely on the security of their decision-making rules (as 

is done in the House), these factors force senators to move with the tide of the particular 

political scenario and place their trust in their relationships with their colleagues, rather 

than the security of their work environment and pre-defined decision-making processes. 

One consequence of these differences is that House members typically rely on 

belief-driven sensemaking, while senators use action-driven sensemaking (Weick 1995; 

Dodd 2002).  With belief-driven sensemaking, members of an organization have a 

common belief system and do not need to constantly reevaluate how relationships work 

(Dodd 2002).  In the House, this common belief system is encompassed largely by the 

sense that they can achieve their personal, policy, and reelection goals by placing 

loyalty to party and constituency service above all other concerns.  Compounding this 

interpretation of their environment is the fact that all members of the chamber must face 

reelection after two years of service.  The predictability of this scenario makes House 
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members feel more secure in their environment and, as a result, makes them more 

likely to rely on the processes of belief-driven sensemaking they developed during their 

earliest years in office. 

In comparison, senators must rely on action-driven sensemaking because their 

particular working environment is much less stable and predictable.  Senators utilize 

ongoing adaptive learning because it is difficult for them to gain “a simple, generic, and 

structured understanding of Senate life” (Dodd 2002, 357).  Additional factors that 

reinforce this learning process are the existence of staggered six-year terms, the 

discrepancies in population sizes of senate constituencies, the sporadic involvement of 

senators in presidential campaigns, and the variety of opportunities to obtain power and 

advance one’s career.   

Overall, the Senate is characterized by complexity, confusion, and uncertainty 

(Dodd 2002).  Because of the more tumultuous and unpredictable environment created 

in the Senate, members of the chamber are not able to develop clear decision rules 

about the choices they should make in daily Senate life.  Navigating the legislative 

process in the Senate is not as simple as relying on constituency service and party 

loyalty to get ahead.  Instead, the job of a senator requires extensive social networking 

and intra-group communication to improvise new social relationships and governing 

strategies.  In his book on Senate friendships, Ross Baker explored the phenomenon 

which he calls “institutional kinships” in detail: 

Unlike institutional norms which are received standards, enforced by the 
frowns of disapproval of senior members, institutional kinships derive from 
the experience of senators and are established by living senators for the 
advantage and convenience of living senators.  They depend not on 
tradition but on current usage.  Based upon a track record of trust derived 
from shared experiences, these peculiar friendships enable senators to 
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save time in gathering information and cues and reduce transaction costs in 
their dealings with colleagues.  Life in the Senate is simply easier in the 
company of a few trusted colleagues who can supply cues and information 
on issues with which you are unfamiliar and, of even greater importance, to 
give timely warning of impending threats (Baker 1999, 7). 

From this perspective, forming friendships in the Senate is a tool used to save time and 

make the duties of daily life easier.  As we have seen throughout this literature review, 

the very structure of the Senate shapes senators’ individual strategies for success: they 

associate and build relationships with members of both parties because it is in their 

interest to do so.  Just as we can consider a strict adherence to party loyalty to be the 

chosen sensemaking device for members of the House, we can understand the 

formation of bipartisan relationships and reciprocity to be the sensemaking device most 

appropriate for senators.  This reliance on relationship-building, or networking, is what 

this dissertation explores in detail. 

Sensemaking and Bill Cosponsorship 

Delving further into the process of sensemaking in each chamber, I elaborate on 

the various stages in this process and explain how inter-chamber differences in the 

process of sensemaking translate into inter-chamber differences in cosponsorship 

networks and behavior.  First, as discussed above, the Senate is a more individualistic 

institution; senators have more individual power, which gives them more freedom 

(compared to House members) to vote and behave according to their individual 

ideological or policy preferences, rather than according to what the party leadership (or 

the institutional power holders) want.  This freedom comes from the unique institutional 

structure of the Senate including the institutional rules, such as unanimous consent 

agreements and the filibuster, on which I have already elaborated. 
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Second, because senators tend to have more individual freedom, it is possible 

for them to maintain positions as ideological moderates.  Rather than being heavily 

incentivized to toe the party line (as are House members), senators have enough 

individual power and security to break ranks with their party, often during roll call voting, 

but especially throughout the much longer process of writing, cosponsoring, and 

cooperating on policy-making that precedes the actual vote.  Examples of senators who 

take advantage of this freedom include Olympia Snowe (R-ME) and Richard Lugar (R-

IN), Max Baucus (D-MT) and Ben Nelson (D-NE).  Other interesting cases include the 

well-known bipartisan pairs of senators who cooperate, sometimes for years, on writing 

legislation despite the fact that they are partisan opponents; examples here include the 

bipartisan pairs mentioned in Chapter 1, particularly Ted Kennedy and Orrin Hatch, and 

Pete Domenici and Paul Wellstone.  Yet another factor in their ability to form these 

enduring bipartisan relationships is the length of their terms, discussed above.  While it 

is true that there are fewer ideological moderates serving in the Senate during recent 

Congresses (as exhibited by the more polarized distribution of roll call votes in recent 

years), those senators who do tend to be more moderate have the independence and 

individual clout to cosponsor, interact, and vote how they like, largely due to the unique 

structure of the Senate. 

The point here is not that the Senate is not polarized; the evidence in terms of roll 

call voting is very clear.  Instead, my argument is that these elements of the Senate’s 

structure allow senators who do want to be bipartisan to actually do it; in the House, 

representatives have virtually no freedom to behave in this way.  The evidence of this is 

the observation, discussed throughout the chapters that follow, that the cosponsorship 
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networks of House members tend to be composed primarily of relationships between 

same-party colleagues, while cosponsorship ties in the Senate tend to be made almost 

to the same extent between partisan colleagues and partisan opponents. 

Why, then, do we observe the discrepancy between the increasingly polarized 

pattern of Senate voting and the maintenance (for the most part) of relatively moderate 

Senate cosponsorship networks?  I explore this question in more detail in the 

concluding chapter of this dissertation, but a brief explanation may relate to the visibility 

of the vote versus the relative invisibility of bill cosponsorship (and other stages of the 

legislative process).  It is possible that the increasingly polarizing political atmosphere, 

both within Congress but particularly in the media and the public, pressures all 

legislators to go along with the tide.  Because roll call votes are the most visible 

representation of a legislator’s policy position, and these choices are routinely attacked 

in the media and during political campaigns, all legislators, even senators, may feel 

obligated to toe the party line when it comes to their roll call voting decisions in order to 

avoid condemnation and retaliation from constituents and interest groups. 

However, it is within the less visible or publicized stages of the legislative 

process, such as committee markup sessions, personal conversations with colleagues 

on the floor or in the dining room, and through bill cosponsorship where the Senate’s 

institutional norms of individualism exert their strongest influence.  Here, shielded from 

the criticism of the public, senators’ behavior and decision-making processes are most 

shaped by institutional traditions of individualism, reciprocity, and cooperation.  In 

comparison, members of the House know that institutional norms of party loyalty govern 

all of their behavior, whether publicly visible or not, so their pattern of working only with 
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fellow partisans is expressed through roll call voting as well as their more private work 

activities. 

In sum, by identifying the similarities and differences between the House and 

Senate, we are able to see that the two bodies are inherently different.  The importance 

of this revelation is that we must not attempt to view one chamber with lenses created to 

understand the other.  Comparing the types of relationships built by members of the 

House to those created by senators can help us understand how legislators in each 

chamber make sense of their environment.  By taking a new approach to the study of 

Congress, specifically one which accounts for the structural, procedural, and behavioral 

differences of the two branches of the institution, we can begin to develop a more 

accurate understanding of each chamber of the national legislature.  In the following 

chapter, I turn to an explanation of the variables used in the analyses throughout this 

dissertation.  
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Figure 2-1.  Distributions of Nokken-Poole DW-NOMINATE scores in the House, by 

Congress 
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Figure 2- 2.  Distributions of Nokken-Poole DW-NOMINATE scores in the Senate, by 

Congress 
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CHAPTER 3 
MEASURING COSPONSORSHIP NETWORKS AND BEHAVIOR 

The traditional story of polarization in Congress during the Post-War period is a 

familiar one: members of the House of Representatives and the Senate have become 

sharply divided along party lines.  However, this conclusion relies almost exclusively on 

the analysis of legislative voting behavior.  Chapter 2 presented the traditional argument 

on party polarization: that the two major parties have been polarizing in terms of their 

voting behavior in both the House and the Senate over the last 30-40 years.  In Chapter 

3, I will turn to answering a question which has not yet been considered in the literature: 

What does party polarization look like within other types of legislative behavior?  The 

purpose of this chapter is to begin to explore the connections made by members of 

Congress through bill cosponsorship.  I will begin by discussing the “four faces of bill 

cosponsorship” which represent four ways of measuring the relationships created 

among legislators through their cosponsorship of legislation.  I will explain how each 

measure is created and present descriptive statistics on these variables.  Finally, I will 

condense these variables into two composite measures of cosponsorship relationships.  

Overall, this chapter will present a detailed explanation of the construction of the 

dependent variables that will be used in the analyses presented in later chapters. 

While roll call votes serve as indicators of legislators’ issue positions, the 

decision to cosponsor legislation captures a much more personal aspect of the 

legislative process.  Often performed when one legislator asks another for support, the 

act of cosponsorship signifies that a relationship exists between legislators.  What is 

important in this context is not the type of bills which a legislator cosponsors, but 

whether or not the individuals with whom s/he cosponsors are fellow partisans or 
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partisan opponents.  Observing a legislator’s pattern of cosponsorship across numerous 

bills paints a picture of the types of interactions, either partisan or bipartisan, in which 

s/he tends to engage over time. 

To measure the extent of party polarization exhibited through bill cosponsorship 

in the House and Senate, I focus on whether legislators form cosponsorship ties with 

their fellow partisans or with their partisan opponents.  This measure estimates the 

types of relationships (either same-party or opposite-party) maintained by each 

legislator.  I assume that legislators in a highly polarized chamber will tend to associate 

with and create more cosponsorship ties with their fellow partisans, while legislators in a 

less polarized chamber will tend to have a more bipartisan network and make similar 

numbers of cosponsorship ties with members of both parties.  Overall, the analysis 

examines the factors which may contribute to varying levels of same-party ties in bill 

cosponsorship across legislators and over time, during the 96th through 110th 

Congresses (1979-2008). 

Studying legislative behavior from this perspective reveals conclusions different 

from those drawn by the traditional polarization literature: Although members of the 

House have associated more frequently with their partisan allies through their 

cosponsorship behavior over the last 30 years, members of the Senate have not.  

Instead, senators tend to maintain cosponsorship networks in which approximately half 

of their connections are made with fellow partisans and half are made with partisan 

opponents.  I argue that these “50-50 networks” form as a result of the institutional 

context in which senators operate.  In presenting this argument, I explore several 

measures of legislators’ cosponsorship patterns which represent the “four faces of bill 
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cosponsorship” and present preliminary descriptions of these patterns for each 

legislative chamber. 

Data and Method 

The data used to create the measures of bill cosponsorship come from the work 

of James Fowler (Fowler 2006a, 2006b).1  Using the Library of Congress Thomas 

legislative database, Fowler and his colleagues collected data on all public and private 

bills, resolutions, and amendments introduced in the House and Senate during the 93rd 

through 110th Congresses, or from 1973 through 2008.  This series includes all of the 

years accessible on the Thomas database at the time Fowler and his colleagues 

collected the data.  For each case, the researchers coded a number of pieces of 

information, including the name of each bill, the Congress number and date during 

which it was introduced, the chamber where the bill was introduced, the measure’s 

sponsor, and any cosponsors who signed on to the bill.  While private bills and 

amendments receive fewer cosponsorships relative to public bills, Fowler and his 

colleagues include them in their analysis “because each document that has a sponsor 

and a cosponsor contains information about the degree to which legislators are socially 

connected…In general, the observation that a piece of legislation of any type has a 

cosponsor is in and of itself a latent indicator of its importance” (Fowler 2006a, 460). 

Moreover, because bill cosponsorship was not allowed in the House until the 91st 

Congress (1969-70) and was limited to 25 cosponsors per bill until the 96th Congress 

(1979-1980), I have limited my analysis to the 96th-110th Congresses.  Doing so ensures 

that the rules of bill cosponsorship (and thus, the potential for building relationships 

                                            
1
 Fowler’s data are available on his website: <http://jhfowler.ucsd.edu/cosponsorship.htm>. 
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through cosponsorship) are the same across all Congresses under consideration.  More 

importantly, considering changes in the cosponsorship networks and behavior of 

legislators during this period allows us to observe the transition in these patterns as 

members of the institution moved from the Subcommittee Era into the era of party 

government.  Statistics describing basic characteristics of bill cosponsorship are 

presented in Table 3-1. 

In Table 3-1, we see first that senators tend to sponsor more bills, on average, 

compared to House members.2  This may occur because, compared to House 

members, senators represent much larger districts, have more staff members, and sit 

on and chair more committees, thus making them more active in the policymaking 

process (Fowler 2006a, 460).  However, the average number of bills cosponsored by a 

legislator does not vary much by chamber: House members cosponsored between 168 

and 376 bills, while senators cosponsored between 137 and 376 bills during each 

Congress.  Finally, each bill introduced in the House tends to attract more cosponsors 

than bills introduced in the Senate.  This is likely due to the fact that the House is a 

larger chamber with more people available to cosponsor bills.  Considering the relative 

size of each chamber, bills on average tend to carry cosponsors from about 3-5 percent 

of the members in each setting. 

Perhaps most importantly, given the very large number of bills introduced in each 

chamber during each Congress, legislators are presented with literally thousands of 

opportunities to express their support for their colleagues through cosponsorship.  

                                            
2
 The values in Table 3-1 vary from those in Table 1 of Fowler’s article (2006a) because, since writing the 

article, Fowler and his colleagues have updated the data to make corrections and to include 
improvements from the Thomas database.  More information is available on Fowler’s website. 
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However, seeing as they choose to cosponsor only a few hundred bills (at the most) 

during each Congress, this suggests that their time is limited and they make their 

cosponsorship choices carefully.  This observation lends support to the idea that bill 

cosponsorship matters and is a representation of a meaningful relationship between 

colleagues.  Rather than cosponsoring bills at any opportunity, legislators carefully 

select a small percentage to which they lend their support.  Having discussed the data, I 

now turn to a discussion of the dependent variables and the “four faces of bill 

cosponsorship.” 

Incoming vs. Outgoing Cosponsorship 

In constructing a measure of the relationship established between legislators 

through bill cosponsorship, it is important to note the direction of the tie.  For any given 

legislator, a cosponsorship can be given or it can be received.  This point represents the 

first two faces of the measure: incoming and outgoing cosponsorships.  For this 

analysis, incoming cosponsorships are the cosponsorships received by a legislator from 

his or her colleagues on bills that the legislator sponsored.  In contrast, outgoing 

cosponsorships are the cosponsorships given out by a legislator in the act of supporting 

a bill sponsored by his or her colleagues. 

Each cosponsorship decision represents an individual choice made by a 

legislator, and these decisions may be made for a variety of reasons.  For example, an 

outgoing cosponsorship may represent a legislator’s preference for the policy position 

taken in the bill he cosponsors, or it may be given with the intention of helping a 

colleague whom the legislator respects and trusts.  Likewise, a legislator may 

cosponsor a bill in order to signal to his colleagues that it is “worthy” of passage, or he 

may cosponsor a bill that is favored by the leadership in the hopes of receiving some 
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type of perk, perhaps support from a party leader or other influential colleague on one of 

the legislator’s own bills. 

In contrast, incoming cosponsorships indicate the sources of a legislator’s 

support; in other words, from whom does this legislator receive support, or who trusts 

and respects this legislator?  The analysis of the cosponsorships received by each 

legislator can tell us something about how influential each legislator is.  For example, 

disproportionate support from a legislator’s fellow partisans may indicate that the 

legislator is in a position of power within the party, possibly as a party leader.  

Alternatively, receiving more support from partisan opponents may indicate that the 

legislator is someone who frequently cooperates across party lines, thus building trust 

with colleagues across the aisle and making them more willing to support the legislator’s 

work.  Although individual cosponsorships may be given for a number of different 

reasons, the patterns of these decision-making processes created over time paint a 

picture of each legislator’s overall priorities, habits, and established relationships. 

Network Partisanship vs. Cosponsorship Partisanship 

The third and fourth faces of bill cosponsorship address the methods for 

measuring the partisan degree of a legislator’s bill cosponsorship behavior and 

relationships.  To calculate the values for the dependent variable, I constructed a 

sponsor by cosponsor matrix for each chamber of each Congress in the dataset.  In 

each matrix, cell values indicate how many bills sponsored by legislator i (listed in the 

rows) were cosponsored by legislator j (listed in the columns).  An example is provided 

in Figure 3-1.  The image presents the first five senators (sorted alphabetically) who 

served during the 110th Senate (2007-2008).  The “democrat” variable is a dummy 

variable indicating whether the senator was a Democrat (coded “1”) or a Republican 
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(coded “0”).3  Looking in cell D3, we see that Lamar Alexander (a Republican) 

cosponsored two bills that were sponsored by Daniel Akaka (D).  Likewise, cell C5 

indicates that Daniel Akaka (D) cosponsored four bills that were sponsored by Wayne 

Allard (R).  Cell values along the diagonal of the matrix equal 0 because a legislator 

cannot cosponsor a bill that s/he already sponsored.  Using these matrices, we can 

determine the number of outgoing and incoming cosponsorships given and received by 

each legislator.  Furthermore, we can also calculate how many of these cosponsorships 

were given to or received by a legislator’s fellow partisans or his or her partisan 

opponents.  This measure captures what I will refer to as a legislator’s cosponsorship 

partisanship. 

Taking this analysis a step further, we can dichotomize the cell values in these 

matrices in order to determine the structure of each legislator’s cosponsorship network.  

Rather than focusing on the bills being cosponsored, we can center our analysis on the 

relationships established among the individuals serving in each Congress.  In this case, 

rather than observing a range of values indicating how many times legislator j 

cosponsored bills written by legislator i, we observe simply a “1” or a  “0” indicating that 

a relationship exists between each pair of colleagues.  This measure expresses the 

types of cosponsorship connections, either partisan or bipartisan, which each legislator 

tends to make.  Throughout the discussion, I will refer to this concept as a legislator’s 

network partisanship. 

Having clarified the construction of the sponsor by cosponsor matrices, it is also 

necessary to explain the calculation of the dependent variables used in the analyses.  

                                            
3
 Independents are always coded as the party with which they caucus. 
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Specifically, I calculate four measures of a legislator’s degree of partisanship for: 

network partisanship (incoming and outgoing) and cosponsorship partisanship 

(incoming and outgoing).  These four variables are depicted in Table 3-2. 

First, I define each legislator’s incoming network as all of the legislators who 

cosponsored at least one bill sponsored by that legislator during a given Congress.  In 

other words, a legislator’s incoming network includes all of the colleagues from whom 

he received at least one cosponsorship.  Likewise, a legislator’s outgoing network is 

defined as all of the people to whom the legislator gave at least one cosponsorship.  

This measure is used by Fowler who states that “the average number of cosponsors per 

legislator reflects in part the degree to which the average member is integrated into the 

network— when legislators have more cosponsors, it may indicate they are operating in 

an environment in which it is easier to obtain broad support” (2006a, 462).4  The 

network partisanship variables calculate the percentage of these cosponsors (either 

incoming or outgoing) who are members of the legislator’s own party. 

For example, during the 107th Congress (2001-2002), Representative Nancy 

Pelosi sponsored 13 bills and received at least one cosponsorship from 170 of her 

colleagues; 154 of these cosponsors were fellow Democrats.  This makes her incoming 

network partisanship value for the 107th Congress approximately 90 percent.  During the 

same Congress, Pelosi cosponsored 447 bills that were written by 180 of her 

colleagues; 128 of these individuals whose bills Pelosi cosponsored were her fellow 

Democrats, making her outgoing network partisanship value approximately 71 percent. 

                                            
4
 Fowler refers to these individuals as a legislator’s “unique cosponsors,” but he only considers incoming 

cosponsors, or cosponsorships received by each legislator (2006a, 462). 
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To find the incoming and outgoing cosponsorship partisanship values, we 

calculate the percentage of cosponsorships (rather than cosponsors) which are 

received from or given to fellow partisans, respectively.  Returning to the example of 

Nancy Pelosi and the 107th Congress, we find that, of the 251 cosponsorships received 

by Pelosi, 234 came from fellow partisans.  This makes her incoming cosponsorship 

partisanship value approximately 93 percent.  Likewise, of the 447 bills Pelosi 

cosponsored, 351 of those cosponsorships went to her fellow partisans, making her 

outgoing cosponsorship partisanship value approximately 79 percent.  To reiterate, the 

important distinction between these two faces of cosponsorship is that network 

partisanship measures the type of people (either partisan or bipartisan) with whom each 

legislator tends to associate, while cosponsorship partisanship measures the partisan 

nature of the bills each legislator cosponsors.5 

To describe the distributions of these variables, I present box plots for each 

Congress by chamber.  The graphs for the two incoming partisanship variables are 

shown in Figure 3-2.  In the first graph we see that most senators have network 

partisanship values ranging from about 45 to 65 percent.  This tells us that 45 to 65 

percent of the people from whom a senator receives cosponsorships tend to be from his 

or her own party.  While there are some outliers on either side of this range, the pattern 

is fairly consistent across Congresses.  In comparison, the cosponsorship partisanship 

values are slightly higher, ranging from about 45 to 75 percent.  This suggests that 

although senators tend to build incoming networks close to the 50-50 range (receiving 

                                            
5
 The variables measuring incoming network and cosponsorship partisanship correlate at 0.97 for the 

House and 0.77 for the Senate. The variables measuring outgoing network and cosponsorship 
partisanship correlate at 0.97 for the House and 0.86 for the Senate. 
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cosponsorships from approximately the same number of fellow partisans as partisan 

opponents), when it comes to the percentage of cosponsorships they receive, the 

pattern is slanted slightly more in favor of receiving cosponsorships from members of 

their own party.  With that said, these ranges are much lower than those we observe in 

the House. 

In contrast, the percentage of fellow partisans with whom members of the House 

tend to associate and from whom they receive cosponsorships is much higher than that 

of the Senate.  In the House, network and cosponsorship partisanship values are similar 

to one another and range from about 60 to 90 percent of their incoming cosponsors and 

cosponsorships.6  This indicates that, for House members, much more than half of the 

people with whom they associate (and more than half of the cosponsorships they 

receive) come from their fellow partisans at the expense of building relationships with 

their colleagues from the opposite side of the aisle.  Finally, for every Congress in the 

series, the top quartile of House members includes legislators who receive 

cosponsorships exclusively from their fellow partisans (i.e. the top quartile includes 

people with 100% partisan cosponsors and cosponsorships).  For the Senate, this is 

only true of the cosponsorship partisanship variable during the 110th Congress (2007-

2008). 

Turning to the distributions for outgoing cosponsors and cosponsorships, we see 

similar box plots presented in Figure 3-3.  For these values in the Senate, network 

partisanship ranges from about 45 to 70 percent, while cosponsorship partisanship is 

                                            
6
 In the House graph, the outliers with zero percent of their cosponsors and cosponsorships from fellow 

partisans tend to be legislators who received between one and three cosponsorships on bills they 
sponsored, all of which came from members of the opposing party. 
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again slightly higher, between 45 and 80 percent.  In the House, the values for both 

variables are again similar, falling between 45 and 90 percent.  Again, the decisions by 

legislators in the House in terms of whose bills they prefer to cosponsor skew much 

more in favor of their fellow partisans compared to the behavior of senators.  To begin 

to unfold an explanation of these inter-chamber differences, I now turn to explain the 

construction of the composite cosponsorship variables and an elaboration on the 

differences between roll call voting patterns and the extent of party polarization in 

cosponsorship decision-making. 

A Composite Measure of Bill Cosponsorship Ties 

While recognizing that the direction (incoming or outgoing) of each bill 

cosponsorship decision is important to consider, this particular question is not the 

primary focus of this dissertation.  Rather, what I am most concerned with illustrating 

and explaining is the partisan or bipartisan nature of the complete set of ties entered 

into by each legislator.  The bulk of the dissertation will set aside the question of the 

direction of each tie in favor of painting a more complete picture of these relationships.  

In other words, rather than dividing each legislator’s network in half and analyzing 

incoming and outgoing ties separately, I will focus most of the analysis on all of a 

legislator’s connections to his or her colleagues.  Upon doing so, I will turn in a later 

chapter to identifying any observable differences in the patterns of a legislator’s 

outgoing and incoming cosponsorships separately (see Chapter 6). 

In conducting this composite analysis, I maintain the distinction between the third 

and fourth faces of bill cosponsorship (network partisanship and cosponsorship 

partisanship) and combine the first two faces of bill cosponsorship (the incoming and 

outgoing ties).  This gives me two composite measures: total network partisanship and 
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total cosponsorship partisanship.  To create the measure of total network partisanship, I 

calculate the percentage of partisan cosponsors by adding the number of incoming and 

outgoing partisan cosponsors and dividing this value by the total number of incoming 

and outgoing cosponsors.  Likewise, to create the measure of total cosponsorship 

partisanship, I simply add the number of incoming and outgoing partisan 

cosponsorships and divide this by the total number of incoming and outgoing 

cosponsorships.7 

Having explained the measurement of the key dependent variables, it is now 

necessary to return to the question introduced in the preceding chapter: that is, given 

the prevalence in the literature on party polarization of the argument that the two major 

parties in Congress have become extremely polarized over the last 30 years, does this 

trend extend beyond roll call voting to other types of legislative behavior, particularly bill 

cosponsorship?  Observing the distributions for the composite partisanship variables 

gives us the first piece of our answer. 

First, when we graph the distributions of the total network partisanship variable 

for each chamber, we find that members of the parties in the House have polarized, 

while those in the Senate have not.  In the figures below, the x-axes range from 0 

percent (none of a legislator’s cosponsors were fellow partisans) to 100 percent (all of a 

legislator’s cosponsors were fellow partisans).  Taking each chamber in turn, we see in 

Figure 3-4 that the peak of each distribution (or the mode of the data) gradually moves 

further and further to the right over time.  During the 96th through 102nd Congresses, the 

                                            
7
 As an alternative composite measure, I tried taking the average of incoming and outgoing network 

partisanship as well as the average of incoming and outgoing cosponsorship partisanship.  These values 
correlate with total network partisanship and total cosponsorship partisanship at 0.94 and 0.935, 
respectively.  I choose to use the variables for total partisanship because they are, theoretically, a more 
appropriate depiction of the sum of all ties in which a legislator is engaged. 
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distributions appear to be slightly bimodal.  This suggests that a portion of House 

members maintained more bipartisan cosponsorship networks; of all the legislators to 

whom members of this group were connected through cosponsorship, about 50 percent 

were fellow partisans and 50 percent were partisan opponents.  At the same time, there 

also appears to have been a (slightly larger) group of legislators serving in these 

Houses which maintained more partisan cosponsorship networks.  Of the cosponsors 

connected to these individuals, about two-thirds to three-fourths were members of their 

own party. 

However, beginning in the 103rd Congress, this bimodal pattern disappears.  In 

fact, what seems to happen is the size of the more bipartisan group of House members 

declines, while the size of the more partisan group increases.  By the 110th Congress, 

the majority of House members fall easily around the 75 percent partisan network mark.  

These observations fit with the traditional argument about party polarization during the 

post-War period: the parties in the House have grown further apart, with legislators in 

the chamber choosing to associate almost exclusively with their fellow partisan 

colleagues.  In the House, bill cosponsorship associations seem to have gone the same 

way as roll call voting patterns. 

The results for the Senate, however, are very different.  In this chamber (shown 

in Figure 3-5), a bimodal pattern exists through about the 103rd Congress, but the 

overall percentages are much lower compared to those of the House.  In the Senate, 

the less partisan group tends to have cosponsorship networks of which less than half of 

the members are fellow partisans; members of the more partisan group have networks 

of which 50-60 percent are fellow partisan.  As with the House, the bimodal nature of 



 

84 

the distribution disappears during the 104th-110th Congresses; however, unlike the 

House, the new mode for the Senate sits only slightly above 50 percent. 

These observations suggest an important inter-chamber difference.  Specifically, 

senators’ networks have not moved in tandem with the networks of House members 

over the last 30 years.  Rather than the two modes of the Senate distributions 

converging at the highly partisan 75 percent range as they did in the House, legislators 

in this chamber have continued to build and maintain cosponsorship relationships with 

almost equal numbers of their fellow partisans and their partisan opponents.  This point 

is exceptionally important because it stands in contrast to what we would expect to find 

given the enormous existing literature on congressional party polarization.  By observing 

patterns of behavior other than roll call voting, we have already begun to dig up 

evidence that the traditional argument may not apply to all types of legislative decision-

making. 

Turning now to look at the same distributions for the total cosponsorship 

partisanship variable for each chamber, we see in Figure 3-6 that the trend for network 

partisanship in the House is even more exaggerated for cosponsorship partisanship in 

the House.  Over time, the percentage of cosponsorship connections with fellow 

partisans increases significantly.  By the 110th Congress, a majority of House members 

exhibit behavior in which 75-90 percent of the cosponsorships they give and receive link 

them to their fellow partisans.  Again, it is important to note that the network 

partisanship ranges for the House (60-80 percent) are slightly lower than the 

cosponsorship partisanship ranges (70-90 percent).  This means that a House 

member’s network, or the people with whom s/he associates through cosponsorship, is 
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slightly more bipartisan than the distribution of actual bill cosponsorships in which s/he 

takes part.  From this, we can surmise that, in addition to associating with more of their 

fellow partisans as cosponsors, House members also tend to cosponsor bills more 

frequently with these fellow partisans.  In other words, relationships between fellow 

partisans in the House are deeper than relationships between partisan opponents.  The 

concept of the depth of cosponsorship relationships, or the strength of cosponsorship 

ties, will be explored later in this chapter. 

Moving again to the Senate (Figure 3-7), we find that legislators in this chamber 

have moved slightly in the more partisan direction over time, but the bulk of the 

distributions remain in the 50-75 percent range, much lower than for the House.  The 

partisan degree of cosponsorship patterns began inching their way upward beginning 

during the 100th Congress when the mode of the distribution sat between 60 and 70 

percent.  However, even during the 104th and 105th Congresses, legislative sessions 

known for their extreme party polarization, the Senate distributions remained quite even, 

rather than becoming distributed heavily toward the higher partisan range.  In other 

words, although there were senators for whom 75 percent of their cosponsorships 

connected them to fellow partisans (making their behavior look much like that of House 

members), there were similar numbers of senators who maintained 50-50 networks 

during this extremely polarizing time.8 

Although senators’ cosponsorship behavior did become slightly more focused on 

their same-party colleagues during the 107th through 109th Congresses, it began to 

moderate again during the 110th Congress as evidenced by the increasing dispersion of 

                                            
8
 This is especially true of the 104

th
 through 106

th
 Congresses. 
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the distribution in the less partisan (or more bipartisan) direction.  Moreover, even 

though senators may have begun to engage in bill cosponsorship more frequently with 

their party allies during these periods, it is important to remember that the networks and 

relationships maintained by these individuals remained moderate.  The significance of 

this is that, despite the increasingly polarized political atmosphere in which senators 

operated during this period, something caused them to continue to build connections 

with their partisan opponents and bridge the otherwise widening gap between members 

of the two major parties.  It is this phenomenon with which this dissertation is most 

concerned. 

Measuring the Depth of Cosponsorship Relationships 

The final facet to the puzzle of congressional cosponsorship relationships deals 

with a point mentioned above: the depth or strength of the ties between legislators.  

Because this dissertation is concerned with the relationships established between 

members of Congress through bill cosponsorship, we can assume that legislators with 

more cosponsorship ties have stronger relationships than those with fewer 

cosponsorship ties.  To calculate the strength of the ties between fellow partisans, I take 

the total number of partisan ties (incoming and outgoing) and divide by the total number 

of partisan cosponsors (incoming and outgoing).  This gives me, for each legislator, the 

average number of partisan cosponsorships engaged in per partisan cosponsor.  For 

example, if a legislator was involved in 100 cosponsorships with 50 different partisan 

cosponsors, the average depth of his partisan ties would be equal to 2 (or 100 divided 

by 50).  This indicates that, on average, the given legislator tended to cosponsor two 

bills for every partisan cosponsor with whom he had a cosponsorship relationship. 
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Looking at Figure 3-8, we find that the depth of partisan cosponsorship ties in the 

House is very consistent across Congresses.  Throughout the period, the vast majority 

of House members engage in approximately 1-2 cosponsorships per partisan 

cosponsor.  The black circles in the plot tell us that legislators who cosponsor an 

average of 3-5 bills with each of their partisan cosponsors are outliers and, thus, rare.  

Keeping in mind that these are averaged values, and a given legislator could feasibly 

cosponsor 11 bills with one colleague and only 1 bill with another, (making his average 

depth of ties equal to 6), this suggests that partisan cosponsorship ties in the House are 

weak. 

In the Senate, we again find a very different result.  The left panel in Figure 3-8 

illustrates the much stronger ties found between partisan cosponsors in this chamber.  

Most senators average between 3 and 6 cosponsorships per partisan cosponsor, and 

the number of senators with much higher averages has been increasing over time.  

Beginning around the 106th Congress, we see more senators engaging in more 

cosponsorships with their same-party colleagues (on average); an increasing number of 

legislators in this chamber have an average tie depth of approximately 5-15 

cosponsorships per same-party cosponsor.  This suggests that ties between fellow 

partisans in the Senate have been growing stronger in recent years. 

However, perhaps the most interesting inter-chamber differences are found when 

we observe patterns of cosponsorship among party opponents.  Using the same 

technique that was described above to create the measure of average number of 

cosponsorships per same-party cosponsor, I create a measure for the average number 

of cosponsorships per bipartisan cosponsor.  This allows us to observe the depth of 
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relationships between members of opposing parties.  Specifically, Figure 3-9 indicates 

that bipartisan relationships in the House are even weaker than same-party 

relationships in the House.  In this chamber, most legislators cosponsor about 1 bill, on 

average, with each of their bipartisan cosponsors.  Even the outliers in this case barely 

reach the level of 5 cosponsorships per bipartisan cosponsor.  Again, this suggests that 

bipartisan relationships in the House are very weak. 

In the Senate, bipartisan ties do appear slightly less frequent compared to 

partisan ties; however, most senators do tend associate with their bipartisan colleagues 

on multiple bills.  Throughout the period, most senators tend to have an average of 3-4 

cosponsorship ties with members of the opposing party, and several outliers even 

stretch into the 5-15 cosponsorships range.  This suggests that the picture of interaction 

between bipartisan pairs of senators is much like that between partisan pairs of 

senators.  More importantly, it indicates that, despite the highly polarized atmosphere of 

the most recent Congresses, senators continue to talk to, cooperate with, and build 

connections with their partisan opponents.  This finding is significant because it runs 

contrary to what has been reported in analyses of roll call voting patterns and daily 

discussions in the media.  Rather than shutting down communication with their partisan 

opponents, senators associate with their colleagues on the other side of the aisle on a 

repeated basis by supporting and receiving support on legislation in the form of bill 

cosponsorship.  It is this consistent and repeated interaction which, I argue, is the 

product of the very different institutional environments within the House and Senate. 

Comparing Roll Call Voting to Bill Cosponsorship 

As one final test of the difference between roll call voting and bill cosponsorship, I 

graph scatterplots of the two variables for each chamber and Congress.  As a measure 
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of roll call voting patterns, I calculate a legislator’s ideological extremity from the 

Nokken-Poole DW-NOMINATE scores used in Chapter 2.  Rather than using the raw 

scores which run along a scale from -1 to 1, I calculate the absolute values of the 

scores to determine how ideologically extreme (rather than how liberal or how 

conservative) each legislator is.  The relationship between ideology and total network 

cosponsorship appears in Figure 3-10 for the House and 3-11 for the Senate. 

As Figure 3-10 indicates, there is a generally positive relationship between 

ideological extremity and total network partisanship for the House: members of the 

House who tend to vote more frequently in the same ideological direction (consistently 

taking either the liberal or the conservative position on votes) also tend to have 

cosponsorship networks with higher percentages of fellow partisans.  There is little 

fluctuation in this trend over time, with the exception of the Republican Revolution Era 

Congresses of the 1990s, which exhibit a slightly more positive relationship between the 

two variables. 

Figure 3-11 depicts the same relationship for the Senate.  However, in this case, 

the relationship is only slightly positive.  Here, there is a positive correlation, but 

senators who are the most ideologically extreme have cosponsorship networks that are 

only slightly more partisan than those of the most moderate senators.  In particular, 

there are several Congresses (e.g. the 96-102 and 106-108) during which the most 

ideologically extreme senators (those which fall around the 0.75 and higher mark on the 

x-axis) have cosponsorship networks with a partisan percentage approximately equal to 

the most moderate senators (around 50-60 percent).  This is important because it 

suggests that senators who are the most extreme in their roll call voting patterns still 
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manage to maintain cosponsorship networks which are split almost evenly between 

their fellow partisans and their partisan opponents.  This evidence lands strongly in 

favor of the argument offered by this dissertation. 

Approximately the same pattern appears when we use the total cosponsorship 

partisanship variable; however, the inter-chamber differences are smaller.  I have 

graphed the relationship between ideological extremity and cosponsorship partisanship 

for the House and for the Senate in the same figure, presented below as Figure 3-12.  

Here, we see that the relationship between the two variables is positive for both 

chambers, but for most Congresses, the correlation is a bit steeper for the House.  

Although using the percentages of actual bills cosponsored with fellow partisans (rather 

than the network percentages) suggests that ideology is a stronger predictor of 

cosponsorship behavior than we would have expected given the results in Figure 3-11, 

there is still very little difference between the cosponsorship behavior of the most 

ideologically extreme senators compared to that of the most moderate senators.  During 

most Congresses, even the most ideologically extreme senators continue to associate 

through bill cosponsorship with their partisan opponents. 

Having elaborated on the measurement of the key dependent variables, I now 

turn to a more detailed analysis of the factors contributing to these inter-chamber 

differences.  Specifically, I will explore the differences across legislators in each 

chamber, comparing party leaders to non-leaders and looking at variation across 

legislators based on the number of years they have served in the chamber.  Later, I will 

limit the analysis to the Senate and discuss any differences which appear between 

senators who previously served in the House and those who were elected directly to the 
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Senate.  In Chapter 5, I will look even more closely at the influence of history and the 

institutional structure and norms in place during each recent congressional era to 

determine how these factors influenced the cosponsorship and networking behavior of 

different cohorts of legislators.  These results of these analyses will help us to see and 

understand how the structures of the House and Senate shape the behavior of 

legislators in each setting and over time. 
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Table 3-1.  Characteristics of bill cosponsorship, 1979-2010 

Congress Years Total bills 

Mean bills 
sponsored by 
each legislator 

Mean bills 
cosponsored by 
each legislator 

Mean 
cosponsors 
per bill 

House      

96 1979-1980 10,396 23 188 8 

97 1981-1982 10,180 23 225 10 

98 1983-1984 9238 21 300 14 

99 1985-1986 8841 20 335 17 

100 1987-1988 8228 18 344 18 

101 1989-1990 8522 19 373 19 

102 1991-1992 8671 19 342 17 

103 1993-1994 7591 17 262 15 

104 1995-1996 6722 15 168 11 

105 1997-1998 6916 15 222 14 

106 1999-2000 8010 18 280 15 

107 2001-2002 7663 17 274 16 

108 2003-2004 7765 17 279 16 

109 2005-2006 9374 21 302 14 

110 2007-2008 10,613 23 376 16 

Senate      

96 1979-1980 4194 42 137 3 

97 1981-1982 9694 96 219 2 

98 1983-1984 11,228 111 293 3 

99 1985-1986 7597 76 326 4 

100 1987-1988 7782 77 360 5 

101 1989-1990 7405 74 376 5 

102 1991-1992 7686 76 337 4 

103 1993-1994 5830 58 232 4 

104 1995-1996 8101 80 176 2 

105 1997-1998 7001 70 212 3 

106 1999-2000 8265 81 289 4 

107 2001-2002 8745 87 261 3 

108 2003-2004 7804 78 284 4 

109 2005-2006 10,160 101 316 3 

110 2007-2008 10,327 101 348 3 

Note: Bills include any bill, resolution, or amendment offered in the House or Senate. 
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Table 3-2.  The Four Faces of Bill Cosponsorship 
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Figure 3-1.  Example of a sponsor by cosponsor matrix, 110th Senate 
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Figure 3-2.  Distributions of incoming network and cosponsorship partisanship variables, 

by chamber 
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Figure 3-3.  Distributions of outgoing network and cosponsorship partisanship variables, 
by chamber 
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Figure 3-4.  Total network partisanship, by Congress, House of Representatives 
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Figure 3-5.  Total network partisanship, by Congress, Senate 
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Figure 3-6.  Total cosponsorship partisanship, by Congress, House 
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Figure 3-7.  Total cosponsorship partisanship, by Congress, Senate 
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Figure 3-8.  Average depth of partisan cosponsorship ties, by Congress 
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Figure 3-9.  Average depth of bipartisan cosponsorship ties, by Congress 
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Figure 3-10.  Ideological extremity vs. total network partisanship in the House, by 

Congress 
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Figure 3-11.  Ideological extremity vs. total network partisanship in the Senate, by 

Congress 
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Figure 3-12.  Ideological extremity vs. total cosponsorship partisanship, by chamber and 

Congress 
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CHAPTER 4 
SENSEMAKING 

The data presented in Chapter 3 offer an initial illustration of the argument which 

is the focus of this dissertation: while patterns of roll call voting among legislators may 

be very similar in the House and Senate, cosponsorship behavior is not.  In this chapter, 

I will elaborate on why this is the case by dividing the members of each chamber by 

their institutional roles and individual characteristics.  I will begin by comparing party 

leaders to members of the rank-and-file in order to explore how changes in the roles of 

leaders during the Party Government Era of the last 30 years may have evolved 

differently in each chamber.  Second, I will provide evidence for the sensemaking 

argument by showing how legislators’ cosponsorship behavior changes the longer they 

serve in each chamber.  This particular analysis will also serve as a stepping stone to 

the work discussed below which finds that each cohort of legislators adopts the patterns 

of behavior structured by the rules and norms of the institution in place at the time of 

their initial election.  In other words, knowing when a legislator was elected can help us 

predict how partisan their networking behavior will be throughout their career. 

Throughout these discussions, I also consider the role of factors unique to each 

individual, such as the legislator’s ideological position and the number of bills he or she 

sponsored and cosponsored during each Congress.  How liberal or conservative a 

legislator is undoubtedly affects his or her likelihood of interacting with fellow partisans; 

we would expect rabid ideologues to be less willing than ideological moderates to 

compromise on policy by cosponsoring bills written by their partisan opponents.  

Likewise, a legislator’s general propensity to be either an active or a passive 

policymaker (measured in terms of the number of bills he sponsors) and the legislator’s 



 

105 

willingness to work with others (number of bills cosponsored) may also help us predict 

the legislator’s willingness to reach across the aisle when cosponsoring bills.  Finally, to 

control for the distribution of party seats in each chamber, I measure the strength of 

each legislator’s party as the percentage of seats held by his party during each 

Congress.  Clearly, if there are more members of a legislator’s party serving in the 

chamber, there will be more opportunities for the legislator to cosponsor bills with his 

party allies, possibly corresponding to an increase in the legislator’s same-party network 

or cosponsorship percentage.  These variables and the results of these analyses are 

described in detail below. 

Party Leaders vs. Non-Leaders 

One of the most important changes to take place within the halls of Congress 

over the last 30 years has been the transformation in the roles of members of the party 

leadership.  As the literature on Conditional Party Government suggests, in the wake of 

the Southern Realignment (which sorted southern conservatives into the Republican 

Party and northern liberals into the Democratic Party, unifying each group internally and 

creating an ideological gap over policy between them), rank-and-file legislators became 

willing to cede much of their own individual power to their party leaders (Rohde 1991).  

One purpose for this was to increase the power of Congress as an institution which had 

found itself threatened by the Executive Branch throughout the Subcommittee, or 

Reform, Era (Dodd and Schott 1979).  Another purpose was to increase institutional 

efficiency by creating a more organized hierarchy of authority, or chain of command, 

through which the policymaking process could be executed.  These efforts resulted in 

the gradual transformation of the role of party leaders from the figureheads and 

facilitators who ruled rather passively during the Textbook Congress Era to the 
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dominating masters of the chamber who demand party loyalty and have maintained 

control since the 1980s. 

While these descriptions of institutional transformations are accurate, they largely 

describe developments within the House during this period.  This is, in part, due to the 

fact that studies of party leadership focus largely on the Speaker rather than on the 

Senate leadership, but it may also be because party leaders in the Senate play a role 

that is unique to that chamber.  As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, given the structure of 

the House and the existence of majority-rule practices, a strict hierarchical organization 

based on loyalty to party goes a long way to increasing efficiency and legislative output.  

However, the Senate is simply not structured in the same way.  Because of the 

existence of institutional rules and traditions, such as the filibuster and unanimous 

consent agreements, majority rule is not feasible.  Even though the two major parties 

are unified internally along ideological lines, and many Senate partisans may find 

themselves to be very distant from their partisan opponents in terms of their policy 

preferences, this does not change the fact that the entire legislative process in the 

Senate can be stopped by one individual.  This is precisely where the traditional 

literature on party polarization falls short. 

Unlike in the House where a rank-and-file legislator possesses little individual 

power to alter the outcome of legislation, senators have retained the ability to influence 

legislative outcomes single-handedly.  As a result of this individual power, if Senate 

party leaders hope to accomplish their policy goals, they must maintain connections to 

senators on both sides of the aisle in order to forestall complications throughout the 

policy process.  This arrangement means that although Senate party leaders have 
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gained power in recent years, this power is checked by individual senators’ ability to 

throw a wrench in the system.  Despite their elite status, party leaders in this chamber 

do not have the luxury of associating primarily with their fellow partisans.  Perhaps even 

more so than the Senate rank-and-file, leaders must make extra efforts to establish 

bipartisan ties. 

What this suggests for patterns of bill cosponsorship and networking is that 

Senate party leaders do not exhibit the hyper-partisanship we might expect from their 

position as leaders of their party.  Instead, they maintain more moderate networks, 

associating almost equally with fellow partisans and partisan opponents.  In contrast, 

party leaders in the House feel less pressure to maintain cross-party relationships, 

thanks in large part to the majority-rule structure of the chamber.  While the House rank-

and-file may need to work with their partisan opponents to build relationships and win 

favors in order to get ahead in the chamber, party leaders have already achieved this 

goal.  Sitting at the top of the totem pole, their job is to enforce party loyalty, not create 

bipartisanship.  Because of this, we can expect House leaders to exhibit even more 

polarized networking behavior compared to their rank-and-file colleagues.  With this in 

mind, I will now explore the data to compare party leaders and non-leaders in each 

chamber. 

Ideological Extremity and Bill Cosponsorship 

Based on the traditional literature, what we expect to find when we look at 

changes in the roll call behavior of legislators is that members of both chambers of 

Congress have become more ideologically extreme (or more polarized) over time.  

Ideological extremity is calculated as the absolute value of the legislator’s Nokken-Poole 

DW-NOMINATE score (explained in detail in Chapter 2).  Because network and 
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cosponsorship partisanship are measured as a percentage (rather than on a directional 

scale), it is necessary to take the absolute value of a legislator’s ideology score instead 

of using the strict measure of ideology on the -1 to 1 scale.  For the purposes of these 

analyses of party leaders’ behavior, legislators who hold the following positions are 

considered to be party leaders: Speaker of the House, President Pro Tempore of the 

Senate, Majority Leader (House and Senate), Minority Leader (House and Senate), 

Majority Whip (House and Senate), and Minority Whip (House and Senate).  Indeed, 

when we graph the distributions of the ideological extremity of legislators, shown in 

Figure 4-1, we obtain the result we expected. 

Here, we see first that the overall values for ideological extremity are similar in 

both chambers.  The values for the House are slightly higher compared to the Senate 

during the last several Congresses in the series, but this fits with the traditional 

polarization argument (presented in Chapter 2).  Moreover, across time we see the 

distributions for each Congress move steadily upward, suggesting that, on the whole, 

the members of both chambers have become more ideologically extreme over time.  

Essentially, this is an alternative representation of what is shown in the histograms in 

Figures 2-1 and 2-2 where we see the distributions of the raw DW-NOMINATE scores 

(rather than their absolute values) moving farther apart over time.  Finally, for the 

Senate, although the bars representing party leaders (in black) tend to fall at 

approximately the same height as those representing non-leaders (in gray), when they 

do differ from one another, the values for party leaders tend to be higher.  This suggests 

that the ideological positions of Senate party leaders are about the same or more 

extreme than those of rank-and-file senators.  A similar pattern is observed for party 
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leaders in the House, who often fall even farther above their rank-and-file colleagues.  

Again, this fits with the traditional argument about the rise of Conditional Party 

Government and party polarization. 

Turning to the data on bill cosponsorship, Figure 4-2 presents the distributions of 

total network partisanship for members of the Senate and House across all Congresses 

under study.  On the left side of the figure, we see that Senate party leaders maintain 

levels of network partisanship almost identical to those of non-leaders.  While there is 

some fluctuation in these levels over time, particularly a slight increase in partisanship 

during the 103rd-105th Congresses (early 1990s), the distributions remain between the 

50 and 60 percent levels.  What this suggests is that serving in the role of party leader 

in the Senate does not seem to have an effect on a senators’ decision to cosponsor bills 

with either fellow partisans or partisan opponents. 

In contrast, beginning in the 104th Congress, party leaders in the House have 

maintained much more polarized cosponsorship networks compared to their rank-and-

file colleagues.  Through the first half of the series, there appears to be little difference 

between the nature of cosponsorship relationships established by party leaders 

compared to non-leaders.  However, with the Republican Revolution and the rise of 

Newt Gingrich to the Speakership in 1994, this changed drastically.  Throughout the 

second half of the series, party leaders could not be more different from the rank-and-

file.  For several of these Congresses (particularly the 104th-106th), the middle quartiles 

for party leaders do not even fall within the middle quartile range for non-leaders.  This 

means that House party leaders during this period were more polarized than a majority 

of their rank-and-file colleagues. 
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Looking at Figure 4-3, we observe a similar trend for the measure of total 

cosponsorship partisanship.  Here, the overall partisanship percentages are slightly 

higher compared to the network partisanship percentages (as discussed in Chapter 3), 

but the pattern remains: Senate party leaders are no different from their rank-and-file 

colleagues, while the party leaders of the 104th-110th Houses are distinctly more 

polarized than their colleagues. 

One example of Senate party leaders’ willingness to participate successfully in 

bipartisan negotiations took place amidst the heated and highly controversial “fiscal cliff” 

negotiations.  As 2012 came to a close and 2013 began, members of Congress and 

President Barack Obama found themselves mired in debate over how to reduce the 

budget deficit.  However, late at night on New Years’ Eve, the Senate passed several 

pieces of legislation, including an amendment to a bill that increased income tax rates.  

This particular amendment passed with 89 votes, including those of 40 Republicans.  

The next day Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid took to the chamber floor and pushed 

through a number of confirmations of presidential nominations.  Although many 

senators had already left town after a major vote on the fiscal cliff, the significance of 

this motion is that Reid had the full support of Minority Leader Mitch McConnell: 

Harry Reid, who every day does much more than most people in the news 
media realize, and definitely accomplishes much more than the news media 
ever reports, pushed through pages and pages of nominations for President 
Obama yesterday when everyone was focused on what the House would 
do on the fiscal cliff vote. And Harry Reid did that with the active but 
invisible help of Mitch McConnell who did his part to make sure that no 
Republicans would vote against any of those nominations. And what did the 
United States Senate do today, that dysfunctional United States Senate? 
According to the news media, absolutely nothing (Muller 2013). 

This observation highlights an issue to which I will turn in the conclusion of this 

dissertation: the role of the media in framing the legislative process in terms of conflict 
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rather than compromise.  However, it also illustrates the bipartisan negotiations that go 

on between party leaders in the Senate that are often invisible to everyone besides a 

few behind-the-scenes players. 

Overall, these patterns are likely due to the inter-chamber structural differences 

discussed above.  The incentive for Senate party leaders to work with their colleagues 

across the aisle is simply not present for leaders in the House.  Focused more on 

enforcing party loyalty among their rank-and-file, House leaders have little need to 

cosponsor bills written by their partisan opponents.  Rather than building bridges across 

parties, the hyper-partisan nature of the House is exacerbated when we look more 

closely at House leaders who choose to associate almost exclusively with their same-

party colleagues. 

Another approach to this is to compare the ideological positions of leaders and 

non-leaders in each chamber to their total network and cosponsorship partisanship.  In 

Figure 4-4 I graph each legislator’s ideological extremity value against his or her total 

network partisanship percentage, including legislators from all Congresses in the series 

(96-110).  Doing so allows us to compare a legislator’s voting patterns against his bill 

cosponsorship patterns.  In Chapter 3, I presented graphs of the same relationship for 

each Congress without distinguishing between party leaders and non-leaders (see 

Figures 3-10 and 3-11).  Here, I combine all the Congresses in the graphs in order to 

obtain a more reliable prediction (or regression fit) for the party leaders.  Because there 

are only five party leaders serving in each chamber during each Congress, there is a lot 

of variation in the leaders’ behavior within each Congress.  However, combining the 
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Congresses gives us a large enough number of cases from which we can draw 

conclusions about the general behavior of party leaders versus non-leaders. 

What we find is that, as a senator’s ideology becomes more extreme, so does 

the partisan degree of his cosponsorship network.  This tells us that senators who are 

more ideologically consistent in their policy preferences (by taking the consistently 

liberal or consistently conservative positions in their roll call votes), are likely to have a 

higher network partisanship percentage.  In other words, senators who are more 

ideologically extreme in voting on policy are also less willing to work with their partisan 

opponents by cosponsoring policy. 

Moreover, the results support what was found in Figures 4-2 and 4-3.  For the 

Senate, party leaders (in black) fall well within the ideological and partisan network 

range of non-leaders (in gray).  There is virtually no difference in the relationship 

between ideological extremity and network partisanship for Senate party leaders and 

non-leaders, as illustrated by the lines depicting the values fitted to a regression 

between the two variables.  What this suggests is that one’s status as a party leader or 

rank-and-file member of the Senate has no influence on the relationship between his 

ideology and network partisanship. 

However, in the House we find that, while the positive correlation between 

ideological extremity and network partisanship remains, there are again important 

distinctions between House leaders and non-leaders.  In particular, the overall network 

partisanship of House party leaders tends to be higher than that of the rank-and-file, as 

illustrated by the placement of the fitted line for party leaders (in black) above that for 

non-leaders (dashed, in gray).  This tells us that, given two House members, one who is 
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a party leader and one who is not, but who share the same value of ideological 

extremity, the party leader will have a more partisan cosponsorship network than will the 

non-leader.  In other words, holding a House members’ ideological position constant, 

serving as a party leader will tend to make a legislator more partisan than will being in 

the rank-and-file. 

Looking at the relationships between ideological extremity and total 

cosponsorship partisanship we find similar results.  Figure 4-5 provides further support 

that the cosponsorship patterns of Senate party leaders are almost identical to those of 

non-leaders, while the behavior of House leaders is more partisan than that of non-

leaders, controlling for ideological extremity. 

What is most important to note about this analysis is that (1) service as a party 

leader is an important predictor of partisan cosponsorship behavior above and beyond a 

legislator’s ideological position, and (2) there are important differences between the 

patterns of cosponsorship by party leaders in each chamber.  If institutional structure 

had no influence on the roles of party leaders in each chamber, we would expect to find 

that the effect of serving as a party leader to be the same in both the House and the 

Senate.  Indeed, this is what we conclude from Figure 4-1 when we observe the 

influence of leadership on roll call voting behavior: party leaders in both chambers tend 

to be more loyal partisans in their voting patterns compared to their rank-and-file 

colleagues.  However, this is not the case for bill cosponsorship ties.  Rather than 

mimicking the hyper-partisan patterns of relationship formation exhibited by party 

leaders in the House, members of the Senate leadership often tend to be even less 

partisan in their networking strategies than are their rank-and-file counterparts.  This is 
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likely due to the necessity of bipartisan cooperation created by the unique rules and 

norms of the Senate. 

Strength of Cosponsorship Ties 

As a final descriptive analysis of the differences between party leaders and non-

leaders in each chamber, I return to an exploration of the depth, or strength, of 

cosponsorship ties between legislators.  Figures 4-6 and 4-7 illustrate the depth of 

partisan ties and bipartisan ties, respectively, according to legislators’ ideological 

extremity.  Party leaders appear in black (labeled with the number of the Congress 

during which they served); non-leaders appear in gray.  Looking at both figures, we see 

a stark contrast in the depth of cosponsorship ties in the House and Senate.  Because 

they serve in a much smaller chamber, senators are able to associate with their 

colleagues through cosponsorship much more frequently than are House members.  

Having fewer colleagues to choose from lends to associating with the same colleagues 

repeatedly.  However, this does not explain the differences in the behavior of party 

leaders in each chamber or the differences in the strengths of the partisan and 

bipartisan ties. 

If the traditional argument about party polarization were applicable to bill 

cosponsorship behavior, we would expect to find that legislators in both the House and 

the Senate have weaker ties to their partisan opponents than to their fellow partisans.  

In other words, if the parties have been polarizing, we would expect to find members of 

both chambers associating most frequently with their same-party allies while neglecting 

to build relationships with their other-party opponents.  What we actually find is that this 

is true for the House, but not so much for the Senate.  While most House members 

have between one and five cosponsorship ties to their fellow partisans, they have 
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between only one and three ties to their partisan opponents.  Moreover, the distribution 

of the points for partisan ties in the House resembles a slight bell-shape, suggesting 

that the “moderate partisans” (those with a value around 0.5 when we take the absolute 

value of their ideology score) have the strongest relationships with their partisan 

colleagues.  In contrast, the most ideologically moderate House members (with a value 

of 0) and the most ideologically extreme House members (with a value approaching 1) 

tend to have the weakest relationships with their same-party colleagues. 

However, when we turn to Figure 4-7 we find that the relationship between 

ideological extremity and depth of bipartisan ties in the House is not a bell-curve, but 

has a negative slope.  This indicates that the most ideologically moderate House 

members (with a score around 0) have the strongest ties to their bipartisan colleagues, 

while the most ideologically extreme House members (with a score approaching 1) have 

the weakest ties to their bipartisan colleagues.  Again, this is what we would expect 

according to the traditional argument about party polarization.  A final point to note 

before turning to the Senate graphs is that party leaders in the House tend to fall toward 

the bottom portion of the plot, suggesting that they tend to have weaker relationships 

with their partisan and bipartisan colleagues compared to non-leaders.  Of course, this 

could be due to a quirk of the chamber in which party leaders choose to spend their 

time engaging in activities other than bill cosponsorship.  Nevertheless, the point is 

worth mentioning, especially when we observe the behavior of Senate party leaders. 

When we compare the plots of partisan and bipartisan ties for the Senate, we 

find that they look very similar.  While there is a slight positive slope to the plot of 

partisan ties and a slight negative slope to the plot of bipartisan ties (indicating that the 
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most ideologically extreme senators have stronger ties to their fellow partisans and 

weaker ties to their partisan opponents), there is a number of legislators who have very 

strong ties (between 5 and 15 cosponsorships per tie) to their colleagues; this is true for 

both the partisan and bipartisan plots.  Moreover, more than half of these senators are 

members of the party leadership.  This observation is even more surprising when you 

consider that party leaders make up only 5 percent of the observations in each graph (5 

party leaders out of 100 senators during each Congress).  What this tells us is that, 

while party leaders in the House build relatively weak relationships with their colleagues 

through bill cosponsorship, a disproportionately high amount of Senate leaders 

cooperate through bill cosponsorship frequently with both their partisan and bipartisan 

colleagues.  Furthermore, the senators with the strongest bipartisan relationships are 

party leaders from the 109th and 110th Congresses, which occurred during a period of 

extremely high party polarization. 

To elaborate on this further, if the traditional polarization argument held, we 

would expect the plot of bipartisan ties in the Senate to match the plot of bipartisan ties 

in the House; in an atmosphere of high party polarization, members of both chambers 

would associate on an extremely limited basis with their partisan opponents.  Just as 

legislators vote only rarely with their colleagues across the aisle, so would they 

cosponsor legislation.  However, this is not what we find.  Instead, we see that senators, 

particularly Senate party leaders, cooperate with their partisan opponents through bill 

cosponsorship between 5 and 15 times during a given Congress.  This observation 

does not paint a picture of a chamber in which Democrats and Republicans and their 

respective party leaders refuse to speak to and interact with each other during the 
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policymaking process.  Rather, it suggests that Senate party leaders (even during the 

most recent and highly polarized Congresses) reach out to their colleagues across the 

aisle by either cosponsoring bills their opponents have sponsored or soliciting 

cosponsorships from them.  In either case, this is a sign that bipartisan connections are 

made, and they are not a fluke, but an established pattern of behavior. 

Years of Service 

Just as the data have shown that a legislator’s service in a particular institutional 

role can shape his or her cosponsorship behavior, it may also be the case that service 

in the particular institution overall may also have an effect over time.  As discussed in 

Chapter 1, the theory on which we rely to understand this dynamic is sensemaking.  

When a legislator is elected to either the House or the Senate, he is introduced to an 

environment with which he is unfamiliar.  Relying on cues from his colleagues and 

institutional leaders, the freshman legislator gradually adopts the norms of the 

institution.  This is a process of trial and error; over time, the legislator learns which 

strategies help him get ahead in the chamber and achieve his policy and power goals, 

and which strategies are not as helpful.  Based on the assumption that legislators 

choose to adopt strategies that make them more successful in achieving their goals, we 

can infer that the longer a legislator has served in the chamber, the more his behavior 

will look like the type of behavior that makes one successful within that particular 

environment.  For example, if unwavering loyalty to one’s party is what is necessary for 

a legislator to pass his preferred policies and obtain positions of power in a chamber, 

then we would expect to see legislators becoming more loyal to their party as the 

number of years they have served increases.  In contrast, if success is determined by 

how well-connected a legislator is within the larger chamber network, then we would 
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expect to see his personal network partisanship decline the longer that he has served in 

the chamber.  An exploration of the data reveals some very important inter-chamber 

differences. 

First, Figure 4-8 presents scatterplots of legislators’ total network partisanship by 

the number of years each legislator served in the particular chamber.  If a legislator was 

elected in 1994 to the 104th Congress, his value for years of service during that 

Congress would be two, for having served two years by the end of that term.  Likewise, 

if a legislator served in the House and later moved on to the Senate, his value for years 

of service would return to two after the first Congress in which he served in the Senate.  

Finally, the plots in the figures below include all legislators who served during all the 

Congresses in the series (96-110); this means that legislators who served during 

multiple Congresses will appear as one point for each Congress during which they 

served.  While these graphs do not allow us to observe change within an individual 

legislator over time (a trend which we will explore in the regression analyses below), 

they do allow us to draw comparisons across legislators controlling specifically for the 

amount of time each spent in the chamber. 

One thing that the graphs for both chambers have in common is the large 

amount of variance in total network partisanship for legislators who have entered the 

chamber most recently.  Freshmen senators possess a total network partisanship 

percentage anywhere between 30 and 85 percent.  In the House, newly-elected 

members vary between 25 and 100 percent.  This suggests that, upon entering either 

chamber, legislators lack a clear understanding of the type of networking behavior 
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necessary to succeed, and each legislator pursues a different strategy.  However, over 

time, the variance in these plots decreases, and the distributions of the points narrows. 

We see that legislators who have served over 20 years in the Senate tend to 

exhibit a total network partisanship percentage between 35 and 60 percent.  In the 

House, there are more observations and, consequently, more variance, but the general 

trend is for the points to converge between the 60 and 85 percent marks by about 40 

years of service.  Much of the explanation for this decrease in variance in both 

chambers is due simply to the fact that more legislators drop out of the plots as the 

number of years of service increases (because more individuals serve in the House, for 

example, for 2-10 years compared to 40-60 years).  However, it is important to note that 

the observations which do remain in the dataset for these higher values of years of 

service are not scattered all over the map; instead, they tend to be clustered within the 

same general area.  Again, because some of the points are repeated observations of 

the same legislators across time, we can expect each individual legislator’s partisanship 

to be somewhat steady across Congresses, but this does not explain the overall 

narrowing of the plots as the value of x increases for all legislators in the dataset.  

Figure 4-9 includes only the legislators who served more than 40 years in the chamber, 

and each point is labeled with the legislator’s name.  Although the number of 

observations is small, we can see that the points represent a number of legislators who 

all tend to exhibit similar degrees of partisanship in their cosponsorship networks. 

When we look at the values for the total cosponsorship partisanship variable, we 

find similar results.  For both chambers, the graphs illustrate high variance at the low 

values of x, and the points gradually converge as x increases.  In the Senate, the points 
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converge around the 50-75 percent range; in the House, they converge at much higher 

values, around 75-100 percent.  I argue that this is the result of the process of 

socialization within each chamber.  As members serve longer in the House, they learn, 

through the process of sensemaking, to build more connections with members of their 

own party (at the expense of building bipartisan relationships) and to support (and solicit 

support from) their partisan colleagues through bill cosponsorship. 

A final point to make about the relationship between years of service and 

cosponsorship behavior in each chamber is related to the differences in the behavior of 

party leaders in each chamber.  For both the network and cosponsorship partisanship 

variables, we see important differences in the placement of the points representing 

party leaders (the black circles) in each chamber.  In the Senate, members of the party 

leadership are scattered across the range of the entire Senate membership.  This 

observation fits with our previous conclusions (presented above) about how Senate 

party leaders do not differ much in their cosponsorships or network partisanship 

compared to the Senate rank-and-file.  However, in the House party leaders are again 

clustered at the top extreme of the scatterplot, with most leaders located between 75 

and 100 percent for their total cosponsorship partisanship throughout their tenure.  This, 

too, fits with our previous observations, providing further evidence for the argument that 

the nature of the roles of party leaders is different in each chamber of Congress. 

Regression Analyses: Exploring Differences Within and Between Legislators 

As a further test of these relationships, I regress the total network and 

cosponsorship partisanship variables on the explanatory and control variables 

discussed above.  I run separate models which control for fixed effects (within-cluster 

variation) and random effects (between-cluster variation).  This means that we can 
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observe the effects of the independent variables on the dependent variables both within 

clusters (considering how each legislator’s characteristics vary over time) and between 

clusters (comparing legislators to one another).  Based on the theory which drives this 

research, we expect that the institutional structure shapes each legislator’s individual 

behavior, and that there may be important changes in this behavior the longer each 

legislator serves.  This justifies the use of the within-legislator analysis.  However, we 

also expect that certain characteristics, such as a legislator’s service as a party leader 

or his ideological position, might distinguish each member of Congress from his 

colleagues.  This makes the use of the between-legislator analysis necessary, as well. 

The dependent variables, total network partisanship and total cosponsorship 

partisanship, have already been described in detail, as have the following independent 

variables: service as a party leader, years of service, and ideological extremity.  I also 

include three additional control variables in the model: party size, number of bills 

sponsored, and number of bills cosponsored.  Party size is a measure of the percentage 

of seats held by each legislator’s party during the Congress in which s/he served.  This 

variable is included because we would expect that the more fellow partisans a legislator 

has with which to cosponsor, the higher his network and cosponsorship partisanship 

values will be.  More fellow partisans in a chamber means more opportunities to 

cosponsor with them. 

The bills sponsored and cosponsored variables are included as controls for a 

legislator’s level of policy activity.  It is likely that legislators who choose to spend their 

time in the realm of writing policy will also invest time in building support for these bills in 

order to help them pass.  This process of building support involves talking to colleagues 
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and asking for their votes; in other words, it involves networking.  Therefore, I expect 

that legislators who are more active in the process of policymaking, (or who sponsor 

and cosponsor more bills), will have more extensive (and diverse) networks as a result 

of the work they invest in getting these bills to pass.  Clearly, for the Senate, this means 

that these more active senators will have less partisan (or more bipartisan) networks 

and cosponsorships; as I have already established, bipartisan networking is necessary 

to be a successful policymaker in that chamber.  However, in the House, although the 

general atmosphere is one of hyper-partisanship, it is possible that the most active 

policymakers, or those who work the hardest to see their bills pass, will pull out all the 

stops to be successful.  This may mean that they are more willing to cosponsor bills 

written by their partisan opponents in order to have the favor returned to them for the 

passage of their own legislation.  This would mean that increased policy activity (in the 

form of bill sponsorship and cosponsorship) makes even a House member less partisan 

compared to his less active colleagues.  The results of the within- and between-

legislator analyses are presented in Tables 4-1 and 4-2, respectively. 

As shown in Table 4-1, the trends in the data uphold the hypotheses presented in 

this chapter.  Overall, we find similar results for both dependent variables, suggesting 

that the measures are robust.  The number of legislators included in the House models 

is 1,335.  Because many of these legislators served in multiple Congresses and, as a 

result, appear in the dataset multiple times, the number of observations is much higher, 

at 6,537.  The average number of Congresses in which a legislator served is 4.9.  For 

the Senate models, the number of legislators is 260, the number of observations is 

1,509, and the average number of Congresses served by each senator is 5.8. 



 

123 

Turning to the relationships between the explanatory variables and legislators’ 

network and cosponsorship partisanship, we see first that, in terms of service as a party 

leader, the results confirm what we have already observed: the nature of party 

leadership varies in the House and in the Senate.  Specifically, for a given legislator, as 

service as a party leader varies across time (from belonging to the rank-and-file to 

becoming a party leader), the legislator’s total network partisanship increases by 4 

percent and total cosponsorship partisanship increases by 5 percent (p<0.01 in both 

models). Substantively, this means that when a member of the House becomes a party 

leader, he also becomes more partisan in terms of the people with whom he cosponsors 

legislation.  In the Senate however, becoming a party leader makes no significant 

difference in a legislator’s patterns of bill cosponsorship with same-party or other-party 

colleagues.  Considering this in terms of change over time, Senate party leaders are no 

more (or less) loyal to their party when they assume a leadership role than when they 

are simply members of the rank-and-file. 

Furthermore, the results also indicate that longer service in the House correlates 

with more partisan cosponsorship network and behavior, while longer service in the 

Senate has the opposite effect.  For any given legislator, each additional year served in 

the House corresponds to a 0.07 percent increase in network partisanship and a 0.06 

percent increase in cosponsorship partisanship (p<0.01 in both models).  At first glance, 

this seems miniscule; however, it is reasonable that only one additional year of service 

has very little effect on a legislator’s cosponsorship patterns.  If any change occurs, it 

likely happens over the length of a legislator’s tenure.  If we think in terms of the entire 

length of a legislator’s service, for example 20 years in the chamber, we find that the 
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legislator’s network partisanship increases by 1.4 percent and his cosponsorship 

partisanship increases by 1.2 percent.  Again, this change is small, but it is statistically 

significant.  In the Senate, each additional year of service corresponds to a decrease of 

0.04 percent in network partisanship and 0.07 percent in cosponsorship partisanship 

(p<0.05 in both models).  Again, though these changes are small, they are statistically 

significant. 

The remaining variables are control variables, and most of the relationships end 

up as expected.  Party size and ideological extremity are both very good predictors of 

the partisan degree of a legislator’s network and cosponsorship behavior.  In both 

chambers, both variables have a strong positive and statistically significant (p<0.001) 

influence on the dependent variables.  As a legislator’s party increases in size, he tends 

to associate more with his same-party colleagues, and to do so more frequently, relative 

to his associations with his partisan opponents.  Each one-percentage point increase in 

the percentage of seats held by a legislator’s party corresponds to about a one-

percentage point increase in his partisan network and cosponsorship associations.  

Likewise, as legislators move further to the ideological extremes over time, based on 

the absolute value of their Nokken-Poole DW-NOMINATE scores, they tend to increase 

their network and cosponsorship partisanship.  If a legislator were to move from the 

absolute moderate position (with a value of 0 as his ideology score) to the absolute 

ideological extreme (with a value of either -1 or 1 as his DW-NOMINATE score), his 

network and cosponsorship percentages would increase by between 6 and 19 

percentage points.  These percentages are so large because they measure movement 
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from one ideological extreme to the other, a change which is unlikely to occur during 

any particular legislator’s service, but the change is statistically significant, nonetheless. 

Finally, the results for the variables measuring legislative activity are less 

consistent.  In terms of the number of bills sponsored, as any given House member 

sponsors more bills over time, his network and cosponsorship partisanship tend to 

decrease by 0.06 and 0.02 percentage points, respectively (p<0.001, p<0.06).  For a 

given senator, bill sponsorship and network and cosponsorship partisanship are not 

significantly related.  In terms of cosponsorship in either chamber, as any given House 

member or senator cosponsors more bills, his network partisanship decreases 

significantly.  However, this type of change has no statistically significant effect on 

cosponsorship partisanship.  Overall, the results for these variables are inconsistent, but 

it is important to include them in the model in order to control for any ways in which 

each legislator’s policymaking activity might affect his propensity to cosponsor with his 

colleagues. 

Going further, Table 4-2 presents the results for the between-legislator models.  

To reiterate, the between-legislator effects variables allow us to compare each legislator 

to his colleagues during a given Congress, rather than looking at the change within 

each legislator over time.  First, when we look at the relationship between service as a 

party leader and a legislator’s network and cosponsorship partisanship, we find 

something puzzling.  In both chambers of Congress, during any given Congress, 

legislators who hold party leadership positions have network and cosponsorship 

partisanship values significantly higher than those of their rank-and-file colleagues.  In 

the case of the House, it is not surprising to find that the total partisanship values for 
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party leaders are 7 and 10 percentage points higher than those of their colleagues 

(p<0.01).  However, we find similar results for the Senate: here, party leaders have 

partisanship values 2.8 and 4.8 percentage points higher than their rank-and-file 

colleagues (although here, p<0.10).  This result is particularly curious given the 

distributions we reviewed earlier in this chapter showing that party leaders tend to be 

safely in line with their rank-and-file colleagues. 

Second, the results for the years of service variable illustrate precisely why it is 

important to run both the within- and between-legislator effects models.  While we found 

that the influence of lengthier service in a chamber on an individual legislator tended to 

make House members more partisan and senators less partisan, we find in Table 4-2 

that, during a given Congress, in both the House and the Senate, legislators who have 

served longer are less polarized than those who have been elected more recently.  The 

likely cause of this is related to what I call “cohort effects.” 

Essentially, I suspect that the era in which a legislator is first elected to the 

House or Senate exerts its own influence on the legislator’s socialization process.  It 

seems likely that a legislator’s networking and cosponsorship patterns will be shaped 

during his formative years, or during his first several years of service.  Because 

Congress, as an institution, has developed over the last 30 years into a body that 

prioritizes party unity over other factors, such as seniority and apprenticeship, it makes 

sense that the cohorts elected, for example, during the Textbook Congress Era, have 

developed less polarized patterns of networking and cosponsorship compared to the 

cohorts elected during the Party Government Era of the 1990s and 2000s.  Therefore, 

during any given Congress, we can expect the most senior members of each chamber 
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to exhibit less partisan network and cosponsorship patterns compared to the most junior 

members.  These patterns are explored further below. 

Again, the party size and ideological extremity variables have the predicted 

effect.  In the between-effects analysis, the party size variable essentially serves as a 

measure of whether or not the legislator in question serves in the majority party.  If a 

legislator’s party holds a higher percentage of seats in the chamber during a given 

Congress, then the legislator has more fellow partisans available as cosponsors and 

s/he tends to utilize them as such.  In terms of ideological extremity, legislators in both 

chambers who fall further to the extremes also tend to have much more partisan 

networks and cosponsorship patterns. 

Finally, the results for the variables for the number of bills sponsored and 

cosponsored are again inconsistent.  Generally, during a given Congress, legislators 

who sponsor more bills tend to have less partisan network and cosponsorship patterns, 

although the only relationships that are significant are network partisanship for the 

House (p<0.01) and cosponsorship partisanship for the Senate (p<0.06).  In contrast, in 

both the House and the Senate, legislators who cosponsor more bills have less partisan 

networks and more partisan cosponsorships.  What this suggests is that legislators who 

cosponsor more bills during a given Congress associate through cosponsorship with a 

more bipartisan range of colleagues, but tend to give and receive actual cosponsorships 

more frequently with their partisan colleagues than their partisan opponents.  In other 

words, as they cosponsor more bills, their networks become more diverse, but they 

exchange more frequent support with members of their own party.  However, while the 

results are statistically significant at at least the 0.05-level, the coefficients are small, 
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suggesting that we probably should only think of these variables in terms of control 

variables, rather than as having any major influence on a legislator’s cosponsorship 

behavior or network. 

Cohort Effects 

The final factor I will discuss which distinguishes legislators from one another is 

the time period during which they were first elected to the chamber.  Different historical 

eras possess different characteristics and are characterized by different norms and 

patterns of behavior.  For example, the Textbook Congress Era of the 1930s-1960s is 

known for its emphasis on the seniority rule, valuing a legislator’s length of service in 

the chamber above all else.  Other important practices were deference and 

apprenticeship: junior legislators were not to speak unless spoken to, and they were to 

bide their time, working diligently until they were finally called upon to serve in a position 

of power.  Over time, however, these traditions changed.  Junior legislators in the 1970s 

decided that the system did not serve their interests sufficiently.  As a result, they 

changed the rules of the institution, and the norms of behavior followed suit.  Eventually, 

due in part to societal and policy developments and changes to the broader party 

system (in the form of the Southern Realignment), Congress entered the Party 

Government Era in which it operates today. 

These historical developments are important for our purposes because of the 

impact that contemporary rules and norms have on the socialization of legislators.  If 

congressional norms were constant across history, we would expect there to be no 

differences in the behavior of legislators across cohorts.  In essence, history would not 

matter.  However, historical change has occurred; thus, it is important to consider the 

possibility that historical traditions and events have varying effects on legislators as they 
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are introduced into the institution across time.  To explore this concept, I categorize 

legislators in the dataset according to the year in which they were elected to the 

chamber.  I have created four cohorts, each matching a distinct period in congressional 

history.  The various cohorts are outlined in Table 4-3. 

The first cohort includes all legislators who served during the 96th through 110th 

Congresses but were elected during the Textbook Era of Congress, or between 1940 

and 1972.  There are no legislators in the dataset who were elected prior to 1940.  I 

have chosen 1973 as the first cut-point because this year marks the period leading up 

to the Watergate scandal and the election of the “Watergate Babies” in 1974.  The 

Watergate Babies were a large class of Democratic legislators, mostly from the North, 

elected in the wake of President Richard Nixon’s resignation due to the Watergate 

scandal.  It was the election of this cohort (including 49 Democrats in the House and 5 

in the Senate) which greatly increased the power of liberal northern Democrats vis-à-vis 

the southern conservative Democratic committee chairmen and solidified the successful 

passage of congressional reforms, such as the Subcommittee Bill of Rights and other 

rules changes, during the mid- to late-1970s.  These reforms transformed the 

institutional norms and procedures of Congress and ushered in a period of dominance 

by subcommittee chairmen and the weakening of the long-held seniority norm. 

The second cut-point occurs in 1980, in line with the election of Ronald Reagan.  

The 1980s represent a period of Republican dominance and the initial movement 

toward a party-dominated system in Congress.  The 1980 election marked the first time 

since 1954 that the Republican Party had controlled a chamber of Congress (in 1980, 

they won a majority in the Senate), and the grip the Democratic Party had held for 
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decades began to weaken.  Moreover, the early 1980s are the period during which we 

saw the rise of hyper-partisan, and often uncivil, behavior, to which many observers 

point as sign of increasing party polarization.  For example, during the 98th Congress 

(1983-1984), the members of the Conservative Opportunity Society, a group of young, 

conservative House Republicans organized by Newt Gingrich in 1983, began delivering 

speeches on the recently-formed C-SPAN network in an attempt to embarrass the 

Democratic majority.  In response to this, then-Speaker Tip O’Neil had the C-SPAN 

camera operator pan the chamber to reveal that the representatives were speaking to 

an empty audience (Ragusa 2012).  This event triggered one of the many partisan 

battles for which this period became known. 

The final cut-point is situated in 1994, the election year during which the 

Republican Party reclaimed majorities in both the House and the Senate for the first 

time in forty years.  This Republican Revolution, as it has become known, marked the 

rise of Representative Newt Gingrich (R-GA) to the House Speakership and the 

beginning of the hyper-partisan era we have today.  Since 1994, party unity scores in 

roll call voting have increased, and norms of party loyalty have solidified. 

Based on these important changes in congressional development, we should 

expect to find that the cosponsorship behavior of each cohort of legislators (1) is 

different from that of the other cohorts and (2) reflect the era during which they were 

socialized into the institution.  Therefore, I expect that a legislator’s partisan network 

and cosponsorship percentages will increase the later they were elected; legislators 

elected during the Textbook Congress Era will have the lowest partisan network and 

cosponsorship percentages, those elected during the Modern Party Era will have the 
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highest partisan percentages, and members of the Reform and Early Party cohorts will 

fall in the middle.  To explore the data, I present scatterplots of legislators’ total network 

and cosponsorship partisanship by cohort for each Congress and each chamber. 

First, Figure 4-11 illustrates the total network partisanship values for each cohort 

in the House during each Congress in the series.  During the first several Congresses, 

the network partisanship for members of the Textbook Era cohort (in black) is higher 

than expected.  The longest-serving members of this cohort tend to have network 

partisanship values around 75 percent.  Because members of the Textbook Congress 

were socialized during a period of relatively weak parties, I expected them to be the 

most willing to reach across the aisle and work with their partisan opponents.  While 

there are members of this cohort who were elected after 1960 who tend to be less 

partisan, with partisan network values around 50 percent, it is somewhat surprising to 

see the Textbook Era House members networking in such a polarized manner.  

Moreover, the last remaining members of this cohort retained their higher partisan 

values through the 110th Congress. 

Members of the next cohort, the group elected during the Reform Era of the 

1970s, exhibit a range of behavior during their earliest years of service, anywhere 

between 25 and 75 percent partisan.  Over time, however, they tend to cluster between 

the 50 and 75 percent range; this is true even during the highly partisan 104-106th 

Congresses.  Even during the Republican Revolution of 1994 and the Clinton 

impeachment hearings of 1999, the Reform Era cohort in the House continued to 

associate somewhat regularly with their partisan opponents. 
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Moving into the Early and Modern Party Era cohorts, we begin to notice some 

changes.  Specifically, House members elected during the Early Party Era of the 1980s 

(the red circles) demonstrate an increase in their partisan network behavior over time.  

Beginning with the 99th Congress and moving through the end of the series, we see that 

each additional cluster of legislators elected to the House during this decade has 

partisan network percentages that are slightly higher than the clusters of their 

colleagues who preceded them.  The range for this group extends from 50 to 100 

percent partisan, and inches upward slightly over time.  From this graph, it appears that 

the most partisan members of this cohort are the ones who were elected during the late 

1980s and early 1990s. 

The final cohort is represented by the gray circles and includes all legislators 

elected to the House between 1994 and 2008.  This cohort includes the most partisan 

legislators elected throughout the entire period.  Although the range includes members 

with partisan network percentages as low as 50 percent, the entire cohort includes 

people who consistently reach the 100 percent range.  This is not true of any of the 

other cohorts.  Thus far, this analysis suggests that legislators elected to the House 

tend to retain the partisan cosponsorship network practices they developed when they 

were first elected to and socialized into the chamber.  For additional perspective, we 

turn now to the Senate. 

For the Senate, the results are somewhat different.  Rather than observing a 

networking pattern unique to each cohort, what we see is that although the later cohorts 

may exhibit higher partisan network percentages when they are first elected, most 

senators return to an institutional mean around the 50-60 percent mark.  For example, 
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the Textbook and Reform Era cohorts (in black and in blue, respectively) tend to stay 

around the 50 percent mark and never move above the 75 percent mark throughout the 

series.  Members of the first half of the Early Party Era cohort (in red), or those elected 

during the 97th and 98th Congresses of the early 1980s, maintain this trend.  However, 

some members of the second half of the Early Party Era cohort, or those elected to the 

102nd and 103rd Congresses (1991-1993), have partisan network percentages closer to 

and above the 75 percent mark.  This seems to suggest the same trend that we 

observed for the House: legislators elected to the chamber during later eras tend to 

have (and maintain) higher partisan network percentages.  However, the most important 

point to notice is that, while these senators elected during the Early Party Era may have 

higher network percentages initially, they do not maintain this pattern over time. 

When we observe the distribution for these Early Party cohort members (the red 

circles) for the 104th through 110th Congresses, we see a stabilization of their partisan 

network percentages, and a gradual convergence within the 50-60 percent range.1  This 

is particularly remarkable (and unexpected given the traditional literature on party 

polarization) because these later Congresses took place during the most highly 

polarized period in recent history.  Furthermore, we see the same trend occurring with 

the Modern Party Era cohort (in gray).  When these senators are first elected (during the 

104th-106th Congresses), there are many within the cohort who have partisan network 

percentages around the 75 percent mark.  However, during the 107th-110th Congresses, 

members of the first half of this cohort fall in line with the rest of their Senate colleagues 

                                            
1
 This pattern is also true of the Textbook and Reform Era cohorts (the black and blue dots), although it is 

less surprising as these senators already exhibited this more bipartisan network behavior prior to this 
period. 
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(around the 50 percent mark), while the more newly elected cohort members (elected 

during the 109th and 110th Congresses) are the senators who exhibit the higher partisan 

network behavior.2 

Overall, what these plots seem to suggest is that members of the Senate 

experience a process of socialization, or learning, during the first few Congresses in 

which they serve (or during their first term in the Senate).  Elected during a more 

polarized era (the 1980s-2000s), senators in the Early and Modern Party Era cohorts 

start out practicing a more polarized pattern of networking, choosing to favor building 

relationships with their same-party colleagues over their partisan opponents.  However, 

as time passes, senators learn that this tendency is not beneficial to achieving their 

policy and power goals in this chamber and adjust their networking practices 

accordingly, instead choosing to maintain cosponsorship networks much closer to the 

50-50 range. 

To explore this further, I present the results of a regression analysis including 

dummy variables for each era in Table 4-4 below.  Because the dummy variables for all 

four of the eras cannot be included in the model, one era must be dropped.  I expect 

that the Modern Party Era is the most partisan of the four, therefore I have chosen to 

use it as the reference category.  In reading the regression results presented in Table 4-

4, the coefficients for the era dummies should be read as being in comparison to the 

level of partisanship exhibited during the Modern Party Era.  Moreover, because each 

legislator’s membership in the cohort to which he was elected does not vary over time 

                                            
2
 Plots for the total cosponsorship partisanship variable show similar results and are included as Figures 

4-13 and 4-14. 
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(i.e. the year one was first elected does not change over his career), we can only 

observe the between-legislator effects. 

Overall, what we find is that the influence of being elected to a chamber during a 

particular era on the formation of a legislator’s cosponsorship patterns is much stronger 

in the House than it is in the Senate.  For example, in the House we see that legislators 

elected during the Textbook, Reform, and Early Party Eras all have network and 

cosponsorship partisanship values significantly lower than legislators elected during the 

Modern Party Era (the reference category).  In the Senate, however, only members 

elected during the Textbook Era have values significantly less partisan than the Modern 

Party group on both dependent variables.  This suggests that senators elected during 

the Reform and Early Party Eras practice cosponsorship behavior that is not 

significantly different from those elected during the Modern Party Era despite the 

increased party polarization observed in roll call voting patterns during this latter period.  

Furthermore, when controlling for the period during which a legislator was elected, we 

find that party leaders in the House are significantly more partisan than rank-and-file 

House members, while the cosponsorship networks and behavior of party leaders in the 

Senate are not significantly more or less partisan than their rank-and-file colleagues.  

The results for all of the other variables are consistent with the findings presented in 

earlier tables. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to illustrate not only that there are 

important differences between the networking and cosponsorship patterns of legislators 

between each chamber of Congress, but also that the institutional roles and individual 

characteristics of each legislator matter within each chamber.  I begin Chapter 5 by 
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focusing specifically on the Senate in an effort to determine if legislators who previously 

served in the House, and were socialized in its highly polarized atmosphere, later take 

these patterns of behavior with them when they serve in the Senate.  What I find is that 

the Senate’s unique institutional setting is strong enough to overpower any patterns of 

behavior learned previously; seeking to achieve their policy and power goals, newly-

elected senators abandon their previous notions of networking which they learned in the 

House in favor of new tools and strategies which are more befitting of the Senate’s 

unique working environment. 

 
Table 4-1.  Determinants of legislators’ network and cosponsorship partisanship, within-

legislator effects 

 Network partisanship Cosponsorship partisanship 

 House Senate House Senate 

 Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

         
Party leader 4.250 

(1.274) 
0.001 -0.141 

(0.686) 
0.838 5.147 

(1.398) 
0.000 -0.661 

(1.052) 
0.530 

Years of 
service 

0.076 
(0.021) 

0.000 -0.045 
(0.020) 

0.027 0.061 
(0.023) 

0.006 -0.074 
(0.031) 

0.019 

Party size 1.028 
(0.021) 

0.000 0.965 
(0.025) 

0.000 1.017 
(0.023) 

0.000 1.113 
(0.038) 

0.000 

Ideological 
extremity 

6.330 
(1.414) 

0.000 9.294 
(1.865) 

0.000 7.650 
(1.552) 

0.000 19.072 
(2.860) 

0.000 

Bills 
sponsored 

-0.066 
(0.010) 

0.000 -0.001 
(0.001) 

0.285 -0.020 
(0.011) 

0.059 0.000 
(0.002) 

0.809 

Bills 
cosponsored 

-0.008 
(0.001) 

0.000 -0.013 
(0.001) 

0.000 0.000 
(0.001) 

0.686 0.002 
(0.002) 

0.202 

Constant 13.232 
(1.144) 

0.000 8.062 
(1.534) 

0.000 13.747 
(1.255) 

0.000 0.001 
(2.352) 

1.000 

Observations 6,537 1,509 6,537 1,509 

Number of 
legislators 

1,335 260 1,335 260 

T (avg.) 4.9 5.8 4.9 5.8 
R2 (within) 0.34 0.60 0.30 0.42 
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Table 4-2.  Determinants of legislators’ network and cosponsorship partisanship, 

between-legislator effects 

 Network partisanship  Cosponsorship partisanship 

 House Senate House Senate 

 Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

         
Party leader 7.510 

(2.595) 
0.004 2.863 

(1.530) 
0.062 10.407 

(2.864) 
0.000 4.806 

(2.442) 
0.050 

Years of 
service 

-0.246 
(0.033) 

0.000 -0.154 
(0.033) 

0.000 -0.311 
(0.036) 

0.000 -0.272 
(0.052) 

0.000 

Party size 0.949 
(0.027) 

0.000 0.853 
(0.082) 

0.000 0.998 
(0.030) 

0.000 0.893 
(0.130) 

0.000 

Ideological 
extremity 

29.997 
(1.078) 

0.000 16.941 
(1.465) 

0.000 36.493 
(1.190) 

0.000 35.557 
(2.339) 

0.000 

Bills 
sponsored 

-0.051 
(0.017) 

0.002 -0.008 
(0.005) 

0.120 -0.020 
(0.018) 

0.273 -0.015 
(0.008) 

0.059 

Bills 
cosponsored 

-0.003 
(0.002) 

0.030 -0.006 
(0.002) 

0.011 0.005 
(0.002) 

0.001 0.015 
(0.004) 

0.000 

Constant 10.266 
(1.494) 

0.000 10.829 
(4.380) 

0.014 6.544 
(1.649) 

0.000 5.280 
(6.994) 

0.451 

Observations 6,537 1,509 6,537 1,509 
Number of 
legislators 

1,335 260 1,335 260 

T (avg.) 4.9 5.8 4.9 5.8 

R2 (between) 0.60 0.58 0.62 0.61 

 

Table 4-3.  Descriptive statistics of cohorts 

  House Senate 

Network 
partisanship 

years n mean min max n mean min max 

Textbook 1940-1972 1,036 63.7 23.9 96.9 298 53.6 36.4 70.5 

Reform 1973-1979 1,311 63.6 14.1 100 405 54.3 33.7 73.6 

Early Party 1980-1993 2,826 64.8 24.6 95.7 520 56.9 33.6 84.8 

Modern Party 1994-2008 1,463 69.7 27 97 288 57.7 36.5 85.3 

Cosponsorship 
partisanship 

         

Textbook 1940-1972 1,036 66.5 21.1 97.6 298 58.4 29.3 80.3 

Reform 1973-1979 1,311 67.4 11 100 405 60.2 31.1 83.5 

Early Party 1980-1993 2,826 68.6 21.7 96.5 520 64.7 17.3 88.5 

Modern Party 1994-2008 1,463 74 20.3 97.6 288 65.8 28 90.5 
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Table 4-4.  Cohort Effects on Partisan Network and Cosponsorship Behavior, by 
Chamber 

 Network partisanship Cosponsorship Partisanship 

 House Senate House Senate 

 
Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-
value 

         
Textbook -5.671 

(0.645) 
0.000 -3.624 

(0.708) 
0.000 -6.703 

(0.720) 
0.000 -4.998 

(1.157) 
0.000 

Reform -6.161 
(0.601) 

0.000 -2.056 
(0.646) 

0.002 -5.980 
(0.671) 

0.000 -1.659 
(1.056) 

0.117 

Early party -3.689 
(0.468) 

0.000 -0.910 
(0.579) 

0.117 -3.697 
(0.522) 

0.000 -0.528 
(0.947) 

0.578 

Party leader 6.450 
(2.506) 

0.010 1.927 
(1.466) 

0.190 8.939 
(2.797) 

0.001 2.806 
(2.395) 

0.242 

Party size 0.960 
(0.026) 

0.000 0.877 
(0.081) 

0.000 1.005 
(0.029) 

0.000 0.937 
(0.132) 

0.000 

Ideological 
extremity 

25.988 
(1.127) 

0.000 16.119 
(1.487) 

0.000 32.454 
(1.258) 

0.000 35.277 
(2.430) 

0.000 

Bills 
sponsored 

-0.056 
(0.016) 

0.001 -0.007 
(0.005) 

0.126 -0.028 
(0.018) 

0.127 -0.015 
(0.008) 

0.056 

Bills 
cosponsored 

-0.004 
(0.002) 

0.018 -0.007 
(0.002) 

0.002 0.005 
(0.002) 

0.003 0.014 
(0.004) 

0.000 

Constant 12.530 
(1.492) 

0.000 10.125 
(4.326) 

0.020 8.719 
(1.666) 

0.000 2.332 
(7.069) 

0.742 

Observations 6,537 1,509 6,537 1,509 
Number of 
legislators 

1,335 260 1,335 260 

T (avg.) 4.9 5.8 4.9 5.8 
R2 (between) 0.63 0.59 0.63 0.61 

 



 

139 

 
Figure 4-1.  Ideological extremity among party leaders and non-leaders, 96th-110th 

Congresses 
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Figure 4-2.  Network partisanship among party leaders and non-leaders, 96th-110th 

Congresses 
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Figure 4-3.  Cosponsorship partisanship among party leaders and non-leaders, 96th-

110th Congresses 
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Figure 4-4.  Ideological extremity vs. total network partisanship for party leaders and 

non-leaders, by chamber 



 

143 

0
2

5
5

0
7

5
1

0
0

0 .25 .5 .75 1 0 .25 .5 .75 1

Senate House of Representatives

Non-Leaders Party Leaders

Fitted values Fitted values

T
o
ta

l 
C

o
s
p
o
n
s
o
rs

h
ip

 P
a
rt

is
a
n
s
h
ip

Ideological Extremity

 
Figure 4-5.  Ideological extremity vs. total cosponsorship partisanship for party leaders 

and non-leaders, by chamber 
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Figure 4-6.  Depth of partisan ties for party leaders and non-leaders, by chamber 
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Figure 4-7.  Depth of bipartisan ties for party leaders and non-leaders, by chamber 
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Figure 4-8.  Total network partisanship over number of years served, by chamber 
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Figure 4-9.  Convergence of total network partisanship over number of years served, by 

chamber 
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Figure 4-10.  Total cosponsorship partisanship over number of years served, by 

chamber 
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Figure 4-11.  Differences in networking patterns across House cohorts, by Congress 
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Figure 4-12.  Differences in networking patterns across Senate cohorts, by Congress 
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Figure 4-13.  Differences in cosponsorship patterns across House cohorts, by Congress 
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Figure 4-14.  Differences in cosponsorship patterns across Senate cohorts, by 

Congress 
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CHAPTER 5 
NETWORKING IN THE SENATE 

When Senator Robert Byrd addressed the class of incoming Senate freshmen 

during the 1996 orientation session, he spoke about many topics, including Senate 

traditions and norms, the need to maintain bipartisan relationships that foster 

compromises on legislation, and the tools the newly-elected senators should use in 

order to be successful over the course of their careers.  However, in this speech he also 

instructed the freshman class on the unique nature of the Senate and a senators’ role in 

the chamber: 

A Senator must really be much more than hardworking, much more than 
conscientious, much more than dutiful. A Senator must reach for noble 
qualities—honor, total dedication, self-discipline, extreme selflessness, 
exemplary patriotism, sober judgment, and intellectual honesty. The Senate 
is more important than any one or all of us—more important than I am; 
more important than the majority and minority leaders; more important than 
all 100 of us; more important than all of the 1,843 men and women who 
have served in this body since 1789. Each of us has a solemn responsibility 
to remember that, and to remember it often (Byrd 1996). 

These words speak to the story of the Senate as an institution.  We often forget that, 

behind the fray of day-to-day politics and negotiations, there is a code of conduct, a 

standard to which all senators are held.  This tradition has been handed down from one 

generation of senator to the next, an informal transition invisible to the public eye and 

embodied in the oft-repeated phrase, “The Senate is different.” 

The analyses conducted in Chapter 4 suggest that patterns of networking and 

cosponsorship behavior in the Senate are distinct from those in the House.  Whether we 

look at the roles of party leaders or the overall partisan degree of the ties made between 

legislators in each chamber, cosponsorship relationships in the Senate are consistently 
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more bipartisan than those in the House.  To explore this further, I look more closely in 

this chapter at the cosponsorship networks and behavior of senators. 

First, I explore the influence that serving and being socialized in the House has 

on the networks and cosponsorship patterns of legislators when they are elected to the 

Senate.  Do they retain the hyper-partisan patterns of relationship-building they learned 

in the House, or do they make sense of their new surroundings in the Senate by 

adapting to the different institutional structure and the bipartisan relations it promotes?  

To test this, I divide senators in each Congress by whether or not they previously 

served in the House.  I find that previous House service is not a significant predictor of 

increased partisan cosponsorship patterns, suggesting that legislators who move from 

the House to the Senate adapt to their new surroundings and learn to build more 

bipartisan cosponsorship relationships. 

Second, I discuss an argument presented in the literature which suggests that 

the behavior of legislators can be shaped by the people with whom they serve.  

Specifically, Sean Theriault argues that, due to their “proximity” of service to Newt 

Gingrich, a class of legislators, whom Theriault calls the “Gingrich Senators,” learned to 

be aggressive partisan warriors during their service in the House and stand out, in terms 

of their roll call voting behavior, from their colleagues even once they moved on to the 

Senate.  After explaining this argument, I will test the hypothesis against the data on bill 

cosponsorship to determine whether or not the Gingrich Senators’ hyper-partisan voting 

patterns extend to their cosponsorship behavior.  Here I find that although the Gingrich 

Senators do tend to occupy more ideologically extreme positions (which are based on 

their roll call voting patterns), compared to their Senate colleagues, the networks they 
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form through bill cosponsorship are not significantly different from senators who do not 

belong to their unique cohort.  Rather than adopting a hyper-partisan style of networking 

through bill cosponsorship while serving in the House and carrying this pattern of 

behavior with them to the Senate, the Gingrich Senators are neither more nor less 

partisan than their colleagues during either their House or Senate service.  It appears 

that, in terms of bill cosponsorship, they are simply average. 

Previous House Service 

In the first section of this chapter, I limit the analysis to the Senate and explore 

differences between senators who previously served in the House and those who did 

not.  I have already shown in previous chapters that cosponsorship networking and 

behavior in the House tends to be based more frequently on partisan (rather than 

bipartisan) ties.  It is reasonable to expect that, once legislators learn a pattern of 

behavior and, through the process of sensemaking, establish habits of cosponsorship in 

the House, they may take it with them if and when they are elected to the Senate.  

Because we know from the evidence provided in the previous chapters that members of 

the Senate, as a whole, tend to exhibit more bipartisan networking and cosponsorship 

behavior, we would expect to find that senators who began their legislative service in 

the Senate (without previously serving in the House), would reflect the more bipartisan 

cosponsorship patterns of the Senate, especially because they were never exposed to 

the more partisan processes of the House.  Therefore, we could expect that the 

senators who previously served in the House (and learned networking patterns that fit 

the legislative process in that chamber) would continue to practice these more partisan 

patterns of behavior when they enter the Senate, thus making them distinctly different 

from those senators who never served in the House.   
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One caveat of this argument is that we assume that former House members 

would retain their more partisan cosponsorship patterns only if those strategies actually 

work in the Senate.  However, if the patterns of cosponsorship behavior and networking 

that members learn in the House do not work in the Senate, then we would expect to 

find that senators who previously served in the House will adapt their behavior and 

networking strategies to fit the patterns that make them the most successful in the 

Senate; that is, a more bipartisan means of forming relationships.  In other words, in 

order to illustrate the influence that Senate structure has on legislators’ individual 

decision-making processes regarding their cosponsorship networking and behavior, I 

would have to show that senators who previously served in the House, particularly the 

Gingrich senators, are not different in their Senate networking behavior from those who 

had not served in the House. 

Because the Senate’s structure is so different from that of the House and the 

chamber relies so much on social and political networking across parties in order to 

function, even the most polarized senators—who were socialized in a hyper-

partisan House and learned to cosponsor and network primarily within their polarized 

group in the House—shift their cosponsorship networking and behavior in the Senate in 

order to operate effectively there.  Because of the individual power retained by each 

senator, (that is, each senator’s ability to have a significant influence on the outcome of 

the legislative process, regardless of his or her tenure or institutional position of power), 

the practice of networking with colleagues on both sides of the aisle and maintaining 

relationships built on trust and reciprocity is critical to the success of senators. 
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Turning to the data, when we compare senators according to whether or not they 

previously served in the House, we find that there is little difference between the two 

groups.  In Figure 5-1 illustrates the range of values for the total network partisanship of 

senators with no previous House service (in gray) and those who did serve in the House 

prior to their election to the Senate (in black).  Across all of the Congresses, the median 

values for total network partisanship fall within about the 55 to 60 percent range.  There 

is little variation in these values over time, and, most importantly, the values for those 

with and without previous House service are almost identical.  Moreover, it is not just 

the medians that are the same; the entire range of values for each Congress (as 

represented by each box and the bars on the upper and lower ends of it) are almost 

identical, suggesting that all senators (not only those who occupy the median positions) 

have very similar networking patterns regardless of their status as previous House 

members. 

Turning to the data on total cosponsorship partisanship, we find similar results. 

Overall, the medians and ranges for both groups of senators are very similar.  There is 

some divergence beginning during the 104th Congress, where some senators who 

previously served in the House (the black bars) appear to practice more partisan 

networking patterns (as reflected by the higher peaks of the boxes in the plots).  

However, the median values for these Congresses (with the exception of the 108 th and 

109th Congresses) are almost identical to those for the senators with no previous House 

service. 

To explore this comparison further, we can plot each legislator’s total network 

partisanship against the number of years he served to determine whether the influence 
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of time spent in the Senate has a different effect on each of the two groups of senators.  

What we find in Figure 5-3 is that this is not the case.  Instead, all senators, regardless 

of whether or not they previously served in the House, fall within approximately the 

same range and remain within that range throughout their careers.  Across all 

Congresses in the series, all senators sit slightly above the 50 percent partisan mark.  

The two groups of senators are so similar that the regression fit lines for each plot are 

almost indistinguishable.  This supports what is illustrated in Figure 5-1, that when 

legislators enter the Senate, the institution has an overpowering effect on shaping their 

cosponsorship behavior above and beyond any influence that previous service in the 

House may have had. 

We find similar results when we create the same plot using the total 

cosponsorship partisanship variable, as shown in Figure 5-4.  Again, comparing 

senators based on whether or not they previously served in the House produces no 

major differences.  If service in the House had a lasting effect on legislators and their 

hyper-partisan patterns of cosponsorship persisted once they began serving in the 

Senate, we would see in the scatterplots that the group of senators who previously 

served in the House (in black) have much higher total network and cosponsorship 

partisanship values compared to those who did not serve in the House (in gray).  

Instead, we see that the partisanship values for both groups are very similar. 

One possible critique of this argument is that perhaps the network and 

cosponsorship values for all senators are lower because of self-selection into the 

chamber by people who are simply more willing to practice bipartisan cosponsorship.  If 

this is the case and more cooperative individuals are attracted to Senate service, then 
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previous House service may be irrelevant.  To answer this question, we can compare 

the total network and cosponsorship partisanship values of this group of senators who 

also previously served in the House for their House service against the values for their 

Senate service.  If these legislators were equally likely to cooperate in the House as 

they are in the Senate, then this will tell us that these individuals are indeed more 

bipartisan, and the Senate as an institution does not necessarily foster this more 

bipartisan cosponsorship behavior. 

Restricting the data to include only the senators who previously served in the 

House, Figure 5-5 plots the total network partisanship values against the years of 

service for all senators with previous House service.  The gray circles represent the 

values for each legislator’s network partisanship while serving in the House (i.e. before 

the legislator moved onto the Senate); the black circles represent the values for each 

legislator’s network partisanship while s/he served in the Senate.  In other words, it 

allows us to compare the House and Senate network values across Congresses for only 

the senators who served in both chambers at some point in their career.  We find that 

the total network partisanship values for these legislators during their House service 

tend to be higher than the values for their Senate service.  This evidence goes against 

the hypothesis that more cooperative and bipartisan legislators self-select into the 

Senate and have a history of bipartisan cosponsorship in both chambers.  Instead, it 

indicates that, on the whole, these senators tend to network in a more partisan fashion 

while serving in the House, and later moderate their networking practices when they 

enter the Senate.  Figure 5-6 illustrates that the results are similar for the total 

cosponsorship partisanship variable.   
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As a final illustration of the difference in the cosponsorship networking and 

behavior in each chamber, I plot the mean of the total network partisanship values for 

each legislator’s House service across all Congresses in which he served in the House 

against these values for his Senate service.  This allows for a direct comparison of each 

legislator’s overall House networking against his overall Senate networking.  The values 

for each legislator’s mean total network partisanship while in the House fall along the x-

axis, while the values for each legislator’s mean Senate service fall along the y-axis.  If 

House network partisanship were a good predictor of network partisanship once a 

legislator moved on to the Senate, the relationship would be strongly positive, with the 

plot extending from the bottom-left to the top-right of the graph.  However, this is not 

what the data show.  Rather, the regression fit line is flat, suggesting that House 

networking is not a good predictor of Senate networking.  In other words, regardless of 

whether a senator’s mean total network partisanship value was 50 percent or 100 

percent when he served in the House, most senators’ networks once they are elected to 

the Senate fall slightly above the 50/50 network mark.  This indicates that even the 

House members who cosponsor most exclusively with their fellow partisans tend to 

build more bipartisan ties, relative to partisan ties, once they enter the Senate. 

When we create a similar plot using the mean total cosponsorship partisanship 

values, we find a slightly more positive relationship, but one that is not nearly as strong 

as we would expect if House cosponsorship behavior was a strong predictor of Senate 

cosponsorship behavior.  Overall, this evidence supports the argument that House 

members form more partisan patterns of cosponsorship networking and behavior and 

later adjust these patterns when they serve in the Senate. 
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As a final test of this hypothesis, I regress the total network and cosponsorship 

partisanship variables on the independent variables used in the regression analyses in 

Chapter 4 as well as a dummy variable for previous House service.  Because this 

dummy variable only varies across legislators, rather than within a legislator’s service 

over time, (i.e. If a senator served in the House prior to entering the Senate, this will be 

true for all the years that s/he served in the Senate.), it is not appropriate to run a fixed 

effects regression.  Therefore, I run only a random effects regression which determines 

the difference in the dependent variables across legislators during a given Congress. 

Table 5-1 presents results that support what we have already observed in the 

figures above.  For both dependent variables, there are no significant differences in the 

network or cosponsorship partisanship of senators who previously served in the House 

and those who did not.  Again, during a given Congress, Senate party leaders tend to 

have network and cosponsorship partisanship percentages slightly higher than non-

leaders (p < 0.10 for total network partisanship; p < 0.05 for total cosponsorship 

partisanship).  Likewise, we again observe the cohort effect described in Chapter 4 

where, during a given Congress, senators who have more years of experience in the 

chamber tend to be less partisan than their more recently elected colleagues (p < 0.001 

in both models).  Next, the party size and ideological extremity variables are also as we 

expected: the more seats held by a senator’s party and the more ideologically extreme 

a senator’s roll call voting, the more partisan his network and cosponsorships (p < 0.001 

for both variables in both models). 

Finally, the control variables of number of bills sponsored and number of bills 

cosponsored are again inconsistent.  The number of bills sponsored is negatively 
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related to a senator’s network and cosponsorship partisanship, but significant in only the 

latter case (p < 0.10).  The number of bills a senator cosponsored is related negatively 

to his or her network partisanship, positively to his cosponsorship partisanship, and 

significant in both cases (p < 0.05, p < 0.001).  Ultimately, what is most important to 

take from these models is that the network and cosponsorship patterns of senators with 

and without previous House service are not significantly different.  In general, senators 

tend to network and cosponsor bills with approximately equal percentages of their 

same-party colleagues and partisan opponents regardless of whether or not they were 

previously socialized in the hyper-partisan environment of the House. 

The Gingrich Senators 

In 2009, Senator Lindsey Graham (R-SC) met several times with President 

Barack Obama to discuss a variety of issues, the most prominent of which was climate 

change.  Ideologically, Graham is a staunch Republican, receiving a 90% rating from 

the American Conservative Union.  Elected to the House in 1994, Graham was part of 

the Republican Revolution and one of 32 candidates who signed the Contract with 

America pledge led by then-Speaker-elect Newt Gingrich.  He was a manager during 

the debates over President Clinton’s impeachment and was elected to the Senate in 

2002.  Despite his ultra-conservative record, Senator Graham has become known in 

Washington for his willingness to negotiate bipartisan compromises.  This reputation 

has angered many of his fellow conservatives, some of whom have charged that he “in 

the name of bipartisanship continues to weaken the Republican brand and tarnish the 

ideals of freedom, rule of law, and fiscal conservatism” (Newton-Small 2009).  However, 

the senator does not seem to be worried: “I've never felt threatened by people who say 

that it’s a crime or sin to work with the other side because most Republicans and 
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Democrats understand that for the good of the country you have to do that” (Newton-

Small 2009). 

A close friend of Graham’s is Senator John McCain.  Both men have earned the 

reputation of being “mavericks.” In 2005 Graham and McCain both opposed then-

Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist’s (R-TN) efforts to end the filibuster (Newton-Small 

2009).  In 2006 they led a bipartisan effort with Ted Kennedy to enact immigration 

reforms (Swarns 2006).  In 2009, Graham cosponsored an alternative health care bill 

with Democrat Ron Wyden (OR), became the lone Republican supporter in the 

Judiciary Committee of Sonia Sotomayor’s confirmation as Supreme Court Justice, and 

cosponsored a climate and energy bill with Senators John Kerry (D-MA) and Joe 

Lieberman (I-CT), all in addition to his work with President Obama on climate change 

(Newton-Small 2009; Tankersley and Simon 2010).  Moreover, Graham’s reputation as 

a trustworthy leader helps him to bring additional Republican senators along with him on 

these compromise measures; one example of these followers is Richard Burr (R-NC).  

What do Senators Graham, McCain, and Burr have in common aside from their 

willingness to work with legislators on both sides of the aisle?  They are all Gingrich 

Senators. 

In 2001, during negotiations over the legislation that would become known as No 

Child Left Behind, the White House tapped Senator Judd Gregg (R-NH) to work with 

Senators Ted Kennedy, then-Democrat Joe Lieberman, and Evan Bayh (D-IN) and 

Representatives John Boehner (R-OH) and George Miller (D-CA) to reach a 

compromise.  Doing so led to the eventual passage of the bill (Broder 2001).  In 2012, 



 

164 

amidst the squabbling over the weak economy, the debt crisis, and the approaching 

election, another display of bipartisanship occurred:  

a senior Republican, Sen. Saxby Chambliss (Ga.), even stopped by a 
fundraising event for a Democrat, Sen. Mark R. Warner (Va.), to show his 
support, an extremely rare display of bipartisanship during which the two 
promoted their work together on a substantial debt-reduction package. 
Warner and Chambliss convened another bipartisan huddle Tuesday with 
Erskine Bowles, the Democratic co-chairman of the Simpson-Bowles debt 
commission, in preparation for the post-election session, in which Congress 
is expected to tackle the fiscal issues (Kane 2012). 

Despite the atmosphere of highly-polarized parties that pervaded Washington at 

the time, senators whose constituents would be affected by legislation like the farm bill, 

highway bill, Postal Service, and Food and Drug Administration were able to come 

together, regardless of their party loyalties, to reach an agreement.  In 2008, the extent 

of bipartisan support for the farm bill was enough to override a veto by the Bush White 

House; in that case, 82 senators voted in favor of the final draft of the bill (Kane 2012).  

However, the same was not true for the House where legislators could not agree on 

their chamber’s own version of the 2012 highway bill.  At the time, senators hoped that 

bipartisan relationships—like the one between Chambliss and Warner, who spent most 

of two years working together to find common ground—were a sign that the Senate 

would be able to make it through the looming fiscal cliff negotiations without much 

difficulty (Kane 2012).  What do Judd Gregg and Saxby Chambliss, noted here for their 

willingness to reach across the political aisle, have in common?  They, too, are Gingrich 

Senators. 

Setting aside these anecdotes, an argument made in the literature recently is that 

the party polarization observed in the Senate (based on the widening gap in legislators’ 

DW-NOMINATE scores) has been caused largely by a particular group of legislators.  It 
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is said that members of this group, known as the Gingrich Senators, brought the hyper-

partisan behavior they learned in the House with them when they were elected to the 

Senate (Theriault and Rohde 2011).  Examples of this behavior tend to involve the 

Gingrich senators opposing any and all actions supported by the Democrats 

(particularly President Obama) simply for the sake of opposing them: Senator Jim 

DeMint (R-SC) claimed in 2009 that health care reform could be President Obama’s 

“Waterloo”; in 2012, five Republican cosponsors “jumped ship” on their own bill 

proposing the creation of a budget commission for reducing the deficit once President 

Obama announced his support for the legislation; and in 2011, Jon Kyl (R-AZ) changed 

his position of favoring all tax cuts to opposing the extension of the payroll tax reduction 

once Obama made the proposal to do so (Theriault 2010, 2011).  In a more humorous 

account, the Gingrich Senators were also the least likely to participate in a Secret Santa 

exchange, an effort proposed by Senators Al Franken (D-MN) and Mike Johanns (R-

NE) to improve comity in the chamber (Theriault 2013). 

To be classified as a Gingrich Senator, a legislator must have served in the 

House and subsequently in the Senate; she or he must be Republican; and she or he 

must have been elected to the House after 1978, the year during which former 

Representative and House Speaker Newt Gingrich was elected.  According to this 

argument, “the experience of these representatives serving in the House…exert[s] a 

real and substantial effect on their voting behavior in the Senate” (Theriault and Rohde 

2011, 1011).  The list of the 33 Gingrich Senators is included in Table 5-2.  This table 

has been adapted from Table 1 in Theriault and Rohde 2011, page 1017. 
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Specifically, comparing Gingrich Senators to three other types of Republican 

senators (those without previous House experience who served in the Senate before 

Gingrich was elected to the House, those without previous House experience who 

served in the Senate after Gingrich was elected to the House, and those with previous 

House experience who served before Gingrich was elected to the House), Theriault and 

Rohde find that the polarization scores of Gingrich Senators are “73% more polarizing 

than the average of the other three Republican types” (2011, 1018).  Substantively, this 

indicates that it is the combination of the three qualities which make up a Gingrich 

senator (previous House service, Republican Party identification, and election after 

1978), rather than the effect of any singular component, which contributes to the hyper-

partisan roll call voting patterns.  The authors conclude that “the increasing party 

polarization in the Senate since the 1970s lies overwhelmingly at the feet of previous 

House Republican members who started serving in the House after 1978” (2011, 1019). 

Based on these findings, the authors argue that it was not just any former House 

members who made the Senate more polarized; it was the Gingrich Senators, 

specifically.  In light of this, although I showed above that previous House service does 

not set the cosponsorship behavior of legislators apart once they move to the Senate, it 

is possible that there is something unique about the cosponsorship behavior of the 

Gingrich Senators.  If they truly are different from their Republican House and Senate 

colleagues in terms of the partisan and polarized degree of their voting patterns, then 

we would also expect them to be hyper-partisan in terms of their cosponsorship 

behavior.  To test this hypothesis, I compare the cosponsorship patterns of Gingrich 

Senators against that of their Senate colleagues. 
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Figure 5-9 illustrates the distribution of total network partisanship scores 

compared to ideological extremity scores for each Congress for the Gingrich Senators 

(in black) Democratic senators (in blue), and Republicans who do not meet the other 

criteria to be Gingrich Senators (in red).  The results indicate that, unlike with their roll 

call voting (where Gingrich Senators are much more partisan compared to their Senate 

colleagues), the cosponsorship networks of the Gingrich Senators fall well within the 

range of the networks of their Senate colleagues.  If the hyper-partisan roll call voting 

behavior of the Gingrich Senators extended into the realm of networking through bill 

cosponsorship, we would expect to see the black circles floating above the rest of the 

distribution in each of the sub-graphs.  The closest we get to this ideal is during the 

hyper-partisan 104th-106th Congresses.  However, even during these years, when Newt 

Gingrich himself was at his peak and we might expect the Gingrich Senators to be most 

partisan, we find that the cosponsorship networks of the Gingrich Senators are at the 

high end of the range, but not abnormally high, compared to those of their Senate 

colleagues.  In fact, although the Gingrich Senators tend to be more ideologically 

extreme than their Republican colleagues (falling further to the right in each of these 

sub-graphs), their total network partisanship is not much higher than that of their 

colleagues, particularly that of their Republican colleagues.  More importantly, this is 

true even for the Gingrich Senators at the most extreme ideological ranges (e.g. at or 

above 0.75).  Overall, while there does appear to be a slight positive relationship 

between ideological extremity and network partisanship during the hyper-partisan 

Congresses of the 1990s, it appears that the Gingrich Senators exhibit cosponsorship 

networking patterns strikingly similar to those of their Senate colleagues. 
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Even when we graph the relationship between total cosponsorship partisanship 

and ideological extremity, the Gingrich Senators do not appear to be much more 

polarized than their Senate colleagues.  Although the results presented throughout this 

dissertation for the total cosponsorship partisanship variable have tended to reflect 

higher partisan values (compared to the results for the total network partisanship 

variable), we see in Figure 5-10 that the partisan cosponsorship values for the Gingrich 

Senators are very similar to those of their Republican colleagues in the Senate.  While 

they may cause or contribute to the increasing party polarization in roll call voting in the 

Senate, the Gingrich Senators seem to maintain cosponsorship networks and practice 

cosponsorship behavior that is not significantly different from their Senate colleagues.  

This suggests that any hyper-partisanship that may have been learned by members of 

this group while they served in the House dissipated once they began their terms in the 

Senate. 

To explore this further, I include a dummy variable for belonging to the group of 

Gingrich Senators in a regression on the dependent variables.  As with the regression in 

Table 5-1 which considers only the between-legislator effects, a legislator’s status as a 

Gingrich Senator does not change over the course of his or her service in the Senate; a 

legislator was either previously elected to the House as a Republican after 1978 or not.  

Because of this, it is appropriate to run only a random effects regression.  The results 

are presented in Table 5-3. 

The results for the control variables are consistent with those presented in Table 

5-1 and the regression tables discussed in previous chapters; including the dummy 

variable for Gingrich Senators does not change our observations of these other 
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relationships.  What is new is the finding that Gingrich Senators are not significantly 

different from their Senate colleagues in terms of either their total network partisanship 

or their total cosponsorship partisanship.  This confirms what we observed in the 

scatterplots above.  Although the Gingrich Senators may have learned to practice 

hyper-partisan roll call voting behavior while serving in the House and later brought 

these practices with them to the Senate, the same is not true of their cosponsorship 

behavior.  Despite the hyper-partisan roll call voting exhibited by this group of senators, 

they still manage to practice building relationships through bill cosponsorship with their 

fellow partisans and their partisan opponents. 

Moreover, these results suggest that the hypotheses introduced in this 

dissertation have passed an important test.  If anyone in the Senate were likely to 

exhibit highly polarized patterns of networking and cosponsorship, we might expect it to 

be the Gingrich Senators.  Because these individuals are known for being not only 

ideologically extreme, but also combative, we would expect them to be the least likely of 

any senators to be willing to cosponsor legislation and work with their Senate 

colleagues across the aisle.  However, as the results indicate, when these legislators 

enter the Senate, they behave, at least in terms of bill cosponsorship, very much like the 

rest of the members of the Senate.  In particular, as shown in Figures 5-9 and 5-10, the 

Gingrich Senators fit right in with their Republican Senate colleagues.  Finally, it is also 

important to recall that this is true even of the most ideologically extreme senators.  It is 

perhaps this point that most strongly differentiates roll call voting behavior from 

networking through bill cosponsorship. 
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These observations conform to the theory of sensemaking.  When the Gingrich 

Senators served in the House, it made sense for them to behave in a hyper-partisan 

fashion.  This is particularly true given the time period during which they were “brought 

up” in the chamber.  Under Newt Gingrich’s leadership, these legislators were socialized 

into an atmosphere where one had to exhibit fierce party loyalty in order to get ahead.  

The more a legislator obstructed the goals of the opposing party and campaigned 

openly against its members, the better.  No one exhibited this practice better than 

Speaker Gingrich.  However, as has been repeated several times throughout this 

dissertation, this strategy simply does not work in the Senate.  Even the accounts 

presented by Sean Theriault as evidence of the hyper-partisan behavior practiced by 

the Gingrich Senators reflect this norm: whenever Jim DeMint and other Gingrich 

Senators behave uncivilly, they are chastised by their fellow Republican senators 

(Theriault 2010, 2011). 

While the hierarchical structure of the House and the “destroy your enemies” 

approach fostered by Newt Gingrich and his followers may have allowed Republicans to 

maintain power and enact their legislative agenda successfully in the House, this type of 

behavior does not bring legislators success in the Senate.  Perhaps as the Gingrich 

House Members eventually became Gingrich Senators they initially thought their old 

strategies would work.  Perhaps the combative side of their personalities and their old 

hyper-partisan ways even come out in public from time to time.  It may even be the case 

that these staunch conservatives personally dislike or, at the very least, want to see 

their Democratic opponents lose on policy and in elections.  However, the evidence 

presented here suggests that their patterns of bill cosponsorship tell a different story.  
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Regardless of their statements in the media, their opposition to participating in Secret 

Santas, and even their roll call behavior, Gingrich Senators continue to adapt to the 

unique Senate environment.  They build long-term working relationships, like that of 

Judd Gregg and Mark Warner, with their colleagues on the other side of the aisle, and 

they cosponsor legislation with their partisan opponents.  They do this because this is 

what makes for a successful career in the Senate. 

 
Table 5-1.  Influence of previous House service on senators’ bill cosponsorship, 

between-legislator effects 

 Total network partisanship Total cosponsorship partisanship 

 Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-value Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-value 

     

Previous House 
service 

-0.252 
(0.465) 

0.588 
-0.530 
(0.742) 

0.476 

Party leader 2.874 
(1.532) 

0.062 
4.830 

(2.445) 
0.049 

Years of service -0.154 
(0.033) 

0.000 
-0.273 
(0.052) 

0.000 

Party size 0.854 
(0.082) 

0.000 
0.894 

(0.130) 
0.000 

Ideological extremity 17.089 
(1.492) 

0.000 
35.867 
(2.381) 

0.000 

Bills sponsored -0.008 
(0.005) 

0.124 
-0.015 
(0.008) 

0.062 

Bills cosponsored -0.006 
(0.002) 

0.013 
0.016 

(0.004) 
0.000 

Constant 10.831 
(4.386) 

0.014 
5.284 

(7.001) 
0.451 

Observations 1,509 1,509 

Number of 
legislators 

260 260 

T (avg.) 5.8 5.8 

R2 (between) 0.58 0.62 
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Table 5-2.  The Gingrich Senators 

    Senate House of 
Representatives 

Name State Tenure Tenure 

Allard Colorado 105-110 102-104 

Allen Virginia 107-109 102 
Brown Colorado 102-104 97-101 

Brownback Kansas 105-111 104 
Bunning Kentucky 106-111 100-105 

Burr North Carolina 109-present 104-108 

Chambliss Georgia 108-present 104-107 
Coats Indiana 101-105, 112-present 97-100 

Coburn Oklahoma 109-present 104-106 
Craig Idaho 102-110 97-101 

Crapo Idaho 106-present 103-105 

DeMint South Carolina 109-112 106-108 
DeWine Ohio 104-109 98-101 

Ensign Nevada 107-112 104-105 
Graham South Carolina 108-present 104-107 

Gramm2 Texas 99-107 98 
Grams Minnesota 104-106 103 

Gregg New Hampshire 103-111 97-100 

Hutchinson Arkansas 105-107 103-104 
Inhofe Oklahoma 104-present 100-103 

Isakson Georgia 109-present 106-108 
Kyl Arizona 104-112 100-103 

Mack Florida 101-106 98-100 

McCain Arizona 100-present 98-99 
Roberts Kansas 105-present 97-104 

Santorum Pennsylvania 104-109 102-103 
Smith New Hampshire 102-107 99-101 

Sununu New Hampshire 108-110 105-107 
Talent Missouri 108-109 103-106 

Thomas Wyoming 104-110 101-103 

Thune South Dakota 109-present 105-107 
Vitter Louisiana 109-present 106-108 

Wicker Mississippi 110-present 104-110 

Note: Gramm was first elected as a Democrat to the 96th Congress. In January 1983, 
he resigned his seat, switched parties, and won reelection as a Republican. The data 
include only his service as a Republican. 
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Table 5-3.  Comparison of total network and cosponsorship partisanship between 
Gingrich Senators and their Senate colleagues, between-legislator effects 

 Total network partisanship Total cosponsorship partisanship 

 
Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-value 
Coeff. 
(S.E.) 

p-value 

     
Gingrich Senator 0.110 

(0.747) 
0.883 

-1.416 
(1.190) 

0.235 

Party leader 2.869 
(1.533) 

0.062 
4.726 

(2.441) 
0.054 

Years of service -0.153 
(0.033) 

0.000 
-0.284 
(0.053) 

0.000 

Party size 0.853 
(0.082) 

0.000 
0.895 

(0.130) 
0.000 

Ideological 
extremity 

16.864 
(1.560) 

0.000 
36.560 
(2.484) 

0.000 

Bills 
sponsored 

-0.008 
(0.005) 

0.119 
-0.014 
(0.008) 

0.071 

Bills 
cosponsored 

-0.006 
(0.002) 

0.014 
0.015 

(0.004) 
0.000 

Constant 10.825 
(4.389) 

0.014 
5.332 

(6.988) 
0.446 

Observations 1,509 1,509 

Number of 
legislators 

260 260 

T (avg.) 5.8 5.8 

R2 (between) 0.58 0.62 
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Figure 5-1.  The influence of previous House service on senators’ total network 

partisanship, by Congress 
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Figure 5-2.  The influence of previous House service on senators’ total cosponsorship 

partisanship, by Congress 
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Figure 5-3.  Change in the total network partisanship of senators with and without 

previous House service experience, by Congress 
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Figure 5-4.  Change in the total cosponsorship partisanship of senators with and without 

previous House service experience, by Congress 
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Figure 5-5.  Total network partisanship values during legislators’ House and Senate 

service for those who served in both chambers, by Congress 
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Figure 5-6.  Total cosponsorship partisanship values during legislators’ House and 

Senate service for those who served in both chambers, by Congress 
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Figure 5-7. Comparing legislators’ mean total network partisanship in the House and in 

the Senate 
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Figure 5-8.  Comparing legislators’ total cosponsorship partisanship in the House and in 

the Senate 
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Figure 5-9.  Total network partisanship of the Gingrich Senators and their Senate 

colleagues 
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Figure 5-10.  Total cosponsorship partisanship of the Gingrich Senators and their 

Senate colleagues 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSION 

The story of Senator Ted Kennedy and the success he achieved in policymaking 

throughout his years in the Senate illustrates how the structure and rules of the 

chamber influence the behavior of its members.  As has been shown in the preceding 

chapters, newly-elected legislators to both the House and the Senate are participants in 

a process of socialization.  In the House, freshmen members are segregated along 

party lines from the very first day they enter the Capitol and are taught to associate 

strictly with members of their own party.  The representatives who do make friends with 

their partisan opponents feel as though they have to keep these relationships a secret 

or risk being chastised by more senior members of their own party (Felde 2012).  As 

time passes, they learn that they must vote, cosponsor legislation, and fundraise with 

their same-party colleagues in order to win the favor of their party leaders.  This loyalty 

is eventually repaid in the form of favorable committee appointments, leadership posts, 

support for legislative proposals, and even campaign funds.  These practices, combined 

with its large membership and majoritarian rules, make the House a regimented 

institution where associating with legislators outside one’s party is discouraged and 

simply not in a representative’s best interest. 

In the Senate, however, new members are provided with the time and 

opportunity to meet and converse with all members of the chamber, not just those who 

share their ideological views.  While many roll call votes are structured along party lines, 

leading the DW-NOMINATE scores of senators to reflect the growing party polarization 

witnessed using the same measure in the House, legislation typically requires the 

support (or at least the lack of obstruction) of all senators to even survive to the voting 
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stage.  This reality requires senators to build bipartisan coalitions long before a bill goes 

to the floor or even to committee.  Rather than operating based on party loyalty, the 

Senate relies on the trust established among legislators of all ideological perspectives 

and the resulting reciprocity practiced by them over the course of their service in the 

chamber. 

The result of this socialization has often been the formation of cross-party 

friendships, like that of Ted Kennedy and Orrin Hatch, and a willingness to compromise 

with one’s partisan opponents even if it means that you don’t end up getting all of the 

policies you want: 

The importance of personal relationships in the Senate cannot be 
overemphasized, and here, too, Senator Kennedy was a master. He was by 
nature a charming person, and he worked at establishing and maintaining 
friendly relationships with his colleagues. It was a rare senator, of whatever 
political persuasion, who didn’t like him on a personal level. It wasn’t that 
Kennedy charmed people into supporting things that they opposed. He and 
Senator Hatch, for example, were very good friends, but any time Senator 
Kennedy partnered on a bill with Senator Hatch, it ended up as a genuine 
compromise representing the views of both (Nexon 2009). 

Likewise, personal bonds between senators can form between two people whom the 

public might perceive as the most unlikely of friends.  In a statement to reporters and in 

his memoir, Vice President Joe Biden, who served in the Senate from 1973 to 2009, 

remarked on the relationship between two political rivals, former Vice President and 

Democratic senator from Minnesota Hubert Humphrey and Barry Goldwater, 

Republican presidential nominee and Arizona senator: 

One of the most emotional moments I saw was when Hubert Humphrey 
was dying of cancer.  He made his last appearance on the floor and he 
could hardly walk.  He walked into the well [of the Senate] and Barry 
Goldwater got out of his seat and they both embraced each other for a good 
three minutes, crying.  These were arch- arch- arch-ideological enemies. 
Listen man, there’s still a lot of humanity left here” (Stone and Green 2012; 
see also Biden 2008, 133). 
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Although Humphrey and Goldwater possessed drastically different legislative priorities 

and went head-to-head on the campaign trail, potentially giving some the impression 

that they were bitter enemies, their common service in the Senate led them to respect 

and appreciate each other as colleagues. 

Of course, it is important to note that there can be exceptions to the rule. In the 

House, legislators are not always bitter partisan rivals who place loyalty to party above 

all else.  One example is the famous friendship between former Democratic Speaker 

Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill and Republican House Majority Leader Robert Michel: “The two 

men would fight bitterly on the House floor during the week, then play golf together on 

the weekends” (Stolberg 2003).  On the other hand, senators are not always shining 

examples of honorable behavior.  In 2003 there was an exchange between then-Senate 

Minority Whip Harry Reid (D-NV) and Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist (R-TN) in which 

Reid, frustrated over Republicans’ efforts at blocking federal judicial nominations, 

“marched up to the crowded press gallery and, in a fit of pique…declared, ‘I’ve never 

seen such amateur leadership in all the time I’ve been in Congress, 21 years’” (Stolberg 

2003).  And perhaps the most recent instance of cross-party, cross-chamber animosity 

occurred in December 2012 toward the end of the “fiscal cliff” negotiations when 

Speaker John Boehner (R-OH) told now-Senate Majority Leader Reid to “Go [expletive 

deleted] yourself” while passing each other in the White House lobby (Bresnahan et al. 

2013). 

Nevertheless, the core of the argument remains: the rules of the Senate have the 

unique effect of requiring that its members work together to pass legislation.  The power 

given to each individual senator by virtue of their ability to halt every day proceedings 
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requires that bipartisan coalitions be built long before legislation can be brought to the 

floor for a vote.  Moreover, the conditions under which senators serve—particularly their 

six-year term and their small number of colleagues—provide them with the opportunity 

to establish these relationships.  So why is it, then, that we observe the growth in party 

polarization in roll call voting in both the House and the Senate?  Moreover, is this trend 

exacerbated by media reports of a “do-nothing Congress” and the almost complete 

absence of bipartisanship?  I believe the answer to the first question lies in the 

legislative process, itself.  The answer to the second question results from the 

propensity for the media to sensationalize conflict in order to sell their product to the 

public.  I now turn to a discussion of each of these explanations. 

Roll Call Voting and Bill Cosponsorship: Why the Discrepancy? 

It has been shown clearly throughout the literature on congressional party 

polarization that party unity on roll call votes has been increasing in both the House and 

the Senate over time.  Attempting to refute this argument would be a fruitless endeavor; 

however, the growth in party polarization in voting behavior does not automatically imply 

that legislators in both chambers have stopped cosponsoring bills together, as well.  

Having shown that, despite their increasing party unity in voting, senators continue to 

build relationships through bill cosponsorship with colleagues on both sides of the aisle, 

the challenge now is to explain why cosponsorship has not gone the way of voting. 

First, the explanation that seems most obvious is that roll call votes are an 

activity that is much more visible to the public.  This means that, in a world where voters 

and interest group leaders criticize legislators for voting against their party, an 

incumbent senator who faces a strong challenger during a party primary risks being 

ousted if he does not vote the party line: 
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“It’s only a very small percentage of the voters who are engaged in all of 
this, but it’s also a very small percentage of the voters who show up to vote 
in primary elections and who show up in mid-year congressional elections,” 
[Senate historian Donald Ritchie] said. “So a politician who’s concerned 
about being re-elected — which is all of them — has to be concerned about 
the more extreme factions in their parties” (Strickland 2010). 

Such was the fate of Senator Richard Lugar (R-IN), the longest-serving senator 

in Indiana history with nearly 40 years of Senate experience.  Lugar lost his party’s 

nomination in 2012 to Tea Party candidate Richard Mourdock after facing charges of 

being too moderate and not keeping in contact with his constituents, as well as failing to 

respond to Mourdock’s attacks (Associated Press 2012).1  In a similar twist of fate, 

although with happier endings for these incumbents, Senator Joe Lieberman (I-CT) lost 

the Democratic primary in 2006 but recovered his seat by running as an Independent, 

and Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) was reelected in 2010 as a write-in candidate after losing 

her primary to Joe Miller (Sullivan 2012).  In each of these cases, the sitting senators 

were accused of not being conservative (or for Lieberman, liberal) enough to keep their 

seat.  Their ideological and party loyalty was measured largely by their voting record2, 

and, particularly in the case of Lugar, massive amounts of money from outside groups 

was pumped into the campaign to see the senator defeated.  Senator Byron Dorgan (D-

ND) refers to these outside interests as “the bleacher section”: 

[W]ithin the past decade, many factors outside the Capitol have changed 
the way senators vote, legislate, and campaign… “Some of this game is 
played to either please or avoid causing problems with the bleacher 
section,” he said, referring to the newfound surge of cable television, 
political radio programs, internet blogs, and outside groups — many of 
which align with a political party (Strickland 2010). 

                                            
1
 Mourdock ended up losing the general election to Democrat and former U.S. House member Joe 

Donnelly (Associated Press 2012). 

2
 For the 2011 congressional session, Murkowski and Lieberman were identified by the National Journal 

as among the senators closest to the ideological middle (National Journal 2012). 
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These examples illustrate the tremendous influence that factors external to the Senate 

can have on senators’ voting behavior. 

However, as has been discussed, strict party loyalty throughout all stages of the 

legislative process is not a winning strategy in the Senate.  While senators may vote the 

party line in order to maintain their image as a party loyalist, this type of behavior and an 

unwillingness to build bridges across party lines more generally cause senators to lose 

the respect and support of their colleagues.  At the same time, bill cosponsorship 

behavior is much less visible to the general public compared to roll call voting.  The fact 

that this practice is somewhat hidden from view, or at least not as widely reported in the 

media, gives senators the freedom to be active policymakers, interacting with members 

of both parties, without risking the potential censure by interest groups and party 

activists who may prefer that legislators stay true to their party’s principles. 

While it is true that senators often write press releases touting their participation 

through cosponsorship in bipartisan policymaking efforts, these reports are typically not 

quantified and released as data to be used as campaign fodder.  Most likely due to the 

ease with which roll call votes can be turned into quantifiable measures of legislative 

behavior, it is votes, not bill cosponsorship, that have been used by political scientists, 

interest groups, activists, and the media as a measure of a legislator’s party loyalty.  

Moreover, a legislator’s vote and whether or not it supports the party’s ideals may be 

much easier for activists to explain to the average voter compared to the decision to 

cosponsor legislation and its effects on party success.  In other words, it is much easier 

for interest groups to charge legislators with disloyalty by pointing to their voting record 

and percentage of party-line votes than for these activists to convince voters that a 
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senator should be replaced because he cosponsored legislation with members of the 

other party too frequently.  Because of this relative invisibility, senators are free to 

satisfy their electoral goal by playing the role of party loyalist in their roll call voting, 

while also achieving their goal of making good public policy by maintaining bipartisan 

relationships with their colleagues through bill cosponsorship.  In the House, due to the 

majoritarian rules and hierarchical structure, legislators can rely on a strategy of across-

the-board party loyalty to satisfy their electoral and policy goals simultaneously. 

Another possible explanation comes from the work of Laurel Harbridge (2011).  

Harbridge studies party polarization in roll call votes and bill cosponsorship in the House 

and shows that while polarization in voting has increased over the last 30-40 years, this 

is largely due to the fact that House party leaders have been selecting fewer bills that 

have the support of bipartisan cosponsorship coalitions to be placed on the 

congressional agenda for a vote.  Perpetually seeking to increase intra-party unity and 

create inter-party divisions, the majority party leadership in the House selects bills that 

will have these intended effects.  When the calendar is occupied by measures inspiring 

party-line votes, we observe an increase in party polarization. 

While Harbridge does not study the corresponding relationships in the Senate, 

we can use her theory to help us understand better the argument of this dissertation.  

First, party leaders in the House have been able to shape the chamber’s agenda to 

include more polarizing legislation because of the majoritarian system which governs 

decision-making in that chamber.  Members of the majority party leadership have the 

power to decide which bills are voted on and which are not because the Speaker of the 

House makes these decisions in conjunction with the members of the majority-party 
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dominated Rules Committee.  If the Speaker is not in favor of a bipartisan bill, he faces 

little pressure from his rank-and-file colleagues to make sure it goes to the floor for a 

vote. 

However, the Senate is very different.  There is no Rules Committee, and 

senators can propose amendments that are not germane to the bill being debated.  This 

gives individual senators the power to alter the policy agenda on the floor.  Although the 

majority leader does have the ability to propose what bills and resolutions should be 

considered, it is very easy for a rank-and-file senator to tie the chamber up in knots by 

objecting to a unanimous consent agreement or threatening a filibuster.  This indicates 

that both the majority and minority leaders in the Senate must work together, and with 

their party rank-and-file, to reach agreement on the process of bringing bills to a vote.  

As Majority Leader, Harry Reid does not have the luxury of scheduling bills that will 

unify his own party along a party-line vote and ignoring bills that will potentially divide 

his party.  He has much less control over the agenda compared to Speaker John 

Boehner.  Moreover, knowing that this is a delicate process, senators themselves build 

bipartisan coalitions through bill cosponsorship in the hope that this will preempt party 

battles that may occur later on and help their legislation pass successfully. 

If it is the case, then, that bipartisanship dominates the legislative process 

leading up to a floor vote, why is it that party polarization has increased in the Senate in 

terms of roll call voting?  In other words, if rank-and-file senators are motivated to 

establish bipartisan coalitions through bill cosponsorship and the Senate Majority and 

Minority Leaders must work with each other to see legislation adopted, why do we still 

observe increases in the polarization of votes in this chamber?  One explanation is 
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found in the discussion provided above regarding the role of interest groups and 

activists serving as outside pressures on the voting decisions of senators. 

However, another explanation may be that senators divide along party lines on 

roll call votes because they, like most people active in politics, have ideological 

preferences that divide them along these lines.  If the average partisan within the 

electorate votes loyally for candidates of their own party, why should we expect 

senators to not engage in similar behavior?  While Senator Kennedy may have been 

willing to forge compromises on legislation with Senator Hatch, despite their divergent 

views, should Kennedy also have been willing to consistently vote against his own 

ideological views and his party’s interests when measures with which he may not have 

agreed came to a vote?  Absolutely not. 

In fact, Harbridge investigates the question of how frequently House bills with the 

support of bipartisan coalitions actually receive a bipartisan vote, and she finds that 

“between 25% and 50% of bills with bipartisan cosponsors that reach roll call votes 

result in a bipartisan vote” (2011, 16, f.n. 12).  The average value for all years between 

1973 and 2000 was 33 percent.  This means that even when members of the House are 

able to cross party lines and work together on cosponsoring legislation, on average, 

only one-third of the bills that have bipartisan cosponsors and receive a floor vote 

actually receive bipartisan support during the vote.  This suggests that, at least for the 

House, bipartisan support during the pre-vote stages of the legislative process does not 

guarantee that there will be bipartisan support when a measure reaches a floor vote.  

Granted, we might expect the level of bipartisan support during a vote to be higher in 

the Senate, given the amount of effort put forth leading up to the voting stage to solicit 
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support from members of both parties.  However, it seems unreasonable to predict that 

senators’ willingness to work together and compromise will necessarily result in a 

corresponding willingness to vote together, as well.  The point is that no matter how 

hard a bipartisan pair of senators works to reach a middle ground on a particular bill, 

there may always be people for whom the compromise is unacceptable and not worth 

their vote. 

The “Do-Nothing” Congress: Media Bias and the Over-Use of the Conflict Frame 

To answer the second question presented at the start of this chapter, I turn to an 

analysis of the media and their practice of sensationalizing conflict.  One reason why 

public concern with party polarization is so high is because members of the media 

prefer to report on fistfights and policy failures, rather than subtle successes.  It is more 

interesting, from a journalist’s perspective, to tell the story of senators who resign their 

posts out of frustration with the institution, such as Olympia Snowe (O’Keefe 2012) and 

Evan Bayh (Bayh 2010), than to focus on those who return, year after year, to quietly 

hammer out compromises.  Likewise, Vice President Dick Cheney’s expletive-laced 

outburst toward Democratic Senator Patrick Leahy (Dickinson and Seabrook 2004) 

makes for a much more entertaining story than one detailing how two senators from 

opposing parties met over lunch to talk about the progress they’re making on a bill they 

cosponsored.  More recently, media reports have covered the conflict and obstruction 

involved with the debate over the fiscal cliff, while ignoring the small victories that have 

been accomplished during the same period.  The work accomplished between Harry 

Reid and Mitch McConnell mentioned in Chapter 4 is a good example of this.  Rather 

than reporting on both the successes as well as the failures present in the day-to-day 
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life of Congress, the media prefer to dwell on the conflict, failures, and ineffectiveness 

for which Congress has become known. 

This view is echoed by one former senator: 

“I think that there’s a lot more good going on here than what appears,” said 
Sen. George Voinovich. Of all the senators serving their final months in 
Congress, it's the Republican from Ohio who speaks with the most passion 
about the Senate’s little-noticed productivity. No doubt, the Senate could 
use an overhaul on how it addresses the nation’s problems, Voinovich said. 
But he rejects the public’s perennial views of a “do-nothing” Senate, 
blaming that perception on the media’s focus on the bills that provide the 
most political drama (Strickland 2010). 

The focus on Congress and its “do-nothing” nature can lead us to believe that the party 

polarization observed in roll call voting patterns also pervades other phases of the 

legislative process.  As we have seen, this is not exactly true. 

Another reason why bipartisan negotiations in Congress are reported so 

infrequently is because the media and the public often give the perception that 

compromise is a sign of weakness.  Legislators who are willing to give up a little of what 

they want in order to see their bills adopted are viewed as people who do not stick to 

their principles: 

Ritchie says those outside factors influence a fundamental tenet of 
legislating in the Senate. “Every piece of legislation is a matter of 
compromise,” he explained. And if someone in the “bleachers” equates 
compromise with disloyalty, a senator can be bombarded with negative ads, 
stories, commentary, or protest (Strickland 2010). 

Some media reports of bipartisan friendships do exist (see Raju 2011), but in general 

senators prefer not to publicize their efforts at bipartisanship and their cross-aisle 

friendships for fear that their constituents will see them as weak or disloyal. 

During in-depth interviews with nine senators who would retire from Senate 

service in 2010, Ken Strickland, a reporter for NBC News, spoke with the legislators 
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about the “inner-workings” of the Senate (Strickland 2010).  In his report, he highlights 

the point that many of the good things the Senate accomplishes are not discussed in 

the media: 

On Aug. 5, [2010] the Senate passed the largest child nutrition bill in 
history, affecting what students eat every day in public schools. On that 
same day, the chamber also authorized $600 million for border security and 
confirmed more than 100 ambassadors, judges, U.S. attorneys, and 
members of the military. Each was approved unanimously, and it was all 
over in a matter of minutes. And you probably didn't hear much, if anything, 
about it. 

These measures, none of which was trivial or purely symbolic, such as the re-naming of 

a post office or the creation of a commemorative stamp, are perfect examples of the 

influential work that goes on in the Senate on a regular basis.  Also important to note is 

that these bills were passed through unanimous consent agreements, a level of support 

which could not be obtained if the Senate were as polarized along party lines as the 

traditional literature would have you believe. 

Moreover, the examples listed above are not special cases; rather, Strickland 

points to an analysis by PolitiFact which “reported that during an 18-month period in 

2007 and 2008, 58 percent of ‘non-trivial, binding bills’ were passed through UC [or 

unanimous consent].”  This means that over half of the meaningful legislation that is 

passed in the Senate is done so with the support of 100 percent of the chamber.  To 

obtain this support, senators rely on their dense network of personal relationships: 

“We can get on the telephone and call offices and, if nobody objects to it, it 
gets passed,” Voinovich said, describing the practice with cadence of a 
commander giving orders to his troops. “Maybe one or two people might 
have a problem with it. You flush them out on the telephone. You go see 
them. You tweak it a little bit—boom—it gets done” (Strickland 2010). 
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Senators are capable of engaging in this process because the small size of the 

chamber’s membership allows colleagues to get to know each other well enough to be 

able to make those phone calls. 

Yet another example of how bipartisan relationships help the Senate to work, 

even on the most contentious issues, is the vote on the stimulus bill, or TARP.  An 

emergency piece of legislation intended to address the 2008 fiscal crisis and costing the 

federal government $700 billion was passed by the Senate in a bipartisan vote, 75-24.  

This success occurred with a Democratic Congress, a Republican President (George 

W. Bush), and during the months leading up to the 2008 presidential election between 

Senators Barack Obama and John McCain.  Indeed, the vote was so contentious that it 

even cost some Republican senators their careers (Strickland 2010).  Moreover, 

Senator Judd Gregg, a Gingrich Senator, and 33 other Republicans “supported the 

measure in the face of blistering public outcry against it” (Strickland 2010).  When asked 

about his opinion of the process, Gregg responded, “This is the way government’s 

supposed to work, folks, and it did” (Strickland 2010). 

These anecdotes illustrate well the argument of this dissertation.  Even in times 

of crisis, the institutional structure of the Senate operates so that members of both 

parties can come together and compromises can be made.  Ultimately, Ross Baker said 

it best: 

Despite the great upheavals in the world since [1980]…the Senate and its 
basic dynamics have changed little.  Periodic alarms that warn us that the 
Senate is becoming like the House usually turn out to be false. Complaints 
from senators themselves, that partisanship threatens to overcome the 
enforced civility of the institution, are usually overdrawn (Baker 1999, 13-4). 

While particular personalities may temporarily shatter the general tenor of civility in the 

Senate chamber and the ideological polarization of the parties may give the impression 
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that senators no longer talk to their colleagues on the other side of the aisle, the Senate 

as an institution persists, continuing to link legislators from all ranges of the ideological 

spectrum in an effort to steer the course of the ship of state toward good public policy.
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