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Abstract 

Theories of ambition have taught us that higher offices are valuable commodities 

to certain politicians, and under the right circumstances, the benefits of running for an 

office outweigh the associated risks.  Yet some ambitious politicians emerge as 

candidates while others do not.  In this dissertation, I present a Theory of Strategic 

Candidacy Decisions to explain how primary elections unfold.  With new comprehensive 

data on the timing of candidacy decisions, I test several hypotheses regarding the 

determinants of electoral and fundraising success, the timing of strategic candidacy 

decisions, the interactions of prospective officeholders, and the impact of strategic 

retirements on primary races for the United States Senate.  Using both qualitative and 

quantitative tools, including event history techniques to capture the complex dynamics of 

primaries, I find that potential candidates interact with one another and the unique 

political context within each race and emerge from the pool of potential candidates in 

systematic ways.  In the end, the strategic behavior of ambitious politicians has 

implications for the slate of candidates available to the electorate and ultimately, on the 

quality of representation between legislators and constituents.   
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“Politics aren’t working for people. This problem must be addressed at the root by fixing 

the way we elect our leaders. Changing the system by creating the first nonpartisan, 

national online presidential primary is a daunting task—changing history usually is. 

Millions of people now support Americans Elect, and we are humbled by that. We are 

confident that our founding idea can lead to the change Americans are seeking. There is 

much more to do.”    

-Americans Elect
1
 

 

Chapter 1 - Introduction  

Americans Elect is a non-partisan, non-profit organization that set out to gain 

nationwide ballot access for a third party presidential ticket to compete in 2012.  Rather 

than relying on a select few insiders controlling which candidates have the opportunity to 

run for their party’s nomination then counting on a nominating system where certain 

states have disproportionate influence on the winnowing process, Americans Elect hoped 

to administer the first ever non-partisan national online primary.  In doing so, they would 

be able to find a credible, balanced, and unaffiliated ticket for the 2012 presidential race. 

Americans Elect grew out of the remnants of the Unity08 movement, which 

advocated for opportunities for all voters to become more engaged in politics through 

discussions with candidates and the ability to participate in an online vote to pick a 

candidate independent of the Democrat and the Republican parties.
2
  However, by the 

beginning of the election year, funding issues and lack of membership resulted in 

operations effectively shutting down, though the organization claimed they would 

continue to work towards their initial goals in the future (Katz 2008). 

                                                      

1
 Quote from the banner of Americans Elect homepage.  Available online at: 

http://www.americanselect.org/ 
2
 Organization Website: http://www.unity08.com/ 

http://www.americanselect.org/
http://www.unity08.com/
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Given the high hurdles third party organizations face in first past the post 

governmental systems like the United States (Duverger 1967, Riker 1982), the 

achievements of Americans Elect are laudable.  After much effort to navigate through 

complex rules, the organization gained ballot access in 27 states, and it is estimated that 

the group collected over $35million in donations, though the Chair of the Board of 

Directors, Peter Ackerman, donated the first $5.5million (Leighton 2012).  In the end, the 

organization claimed to have over 4 million delegates, petition signers, and volunteers 

(Ackerman 2012). 

While it seemed to have all the important elements of a credible campaign in 

place, the one thing Americans Elect lacked was a qualifying candidate.  While dozens of 

candidates were drafted by delegates, the closest candidate to actually qualifying for the 

ballot was Buddy Roemer, former Louisiana Governor.  Unfortunately, he was still 4,000 

supporters short of reaching the 10,000 vote threshold.  By May of 2012, the dream of 

running a candidate in the fall election had come to an end:  

There is a desire among Delegates and millions of Americans who have 

supported Americans Elect to see a credible candidate emerge from this 

process.  However, the rules, as developed in consultation with the 

Americans Elect Delegates, are clear. As of this week, no candidate 

achieved the national support threshold required to enter the Americans 

Elect Online Convention in June. The primary process for the Americans 

Elect nomination has come to an end (Ackerman 2012).   

 

Even casual observers of politics can understand that many Americans desire a 

third party to represent a moderate voice in a sea of partisanship, yet no serious candidate 

emerged.  Why not?  Was there no one with the ambition to be president?  The fact that 
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another third party movement faded away should not be a surprise to political scientists, 

or anyone familiar with Duverger’s Law, as Brendan Nyhan reminds us: 

As the introductory political science text I teach to freshmen puts it, "In 

any election where a single winner is chosen by plurality vote (whoever 

gets the most votes wins), there is a strong tendency for serious 

competitors to be reduced to two because people tend to vote strategically.  

Why would we expect a third-party challenge to overcome this dynamic? 

The two parties have vast advantages in financial resources, mobilization, 

and voter loyalty.  To convince people you could win, you'd have to create 

an inordinate amount of momentum.  And to do so, you'd have to have a 

constituency that supported you -- the Internet is not an ideology or a 

voting bloc (2004). 

 

Given the institutional arrangements of political parties and electoral rules in the United 

States, serious candidates were discouraged from running under any banner that did not 

include a donkey or an elephant.  While some may praise the goals of the founders and 

their supporters, in the end, “The entire concept of Americans Elect sounded like 

something bored political consultants drew up as a joke on the back of a napkin after a 

few drinks at a bar” (Quinn 2012). 

 As demonstrated in the case of Americans Elect, there is a demand among citizens 

for “better” candidates, yet we are only able to choose from those candidates that make 

themselves available.  We – both political scientists and citizens – care about 

representation, but if we want to learn about this complex phenomenon, we need to learn 

more about ambition.  Politicians all have ambition (Schlesinger 1966), and even if 

political observers may decry it, it is a critical piece of the puzzle of representation, 

“Ambition is the dirty little secret of American politics.  As much as we despise 
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politicians who display it, we would be lost without them and their intense desire for 

political power” (Fowler 1993).   

 However, when we consider ambition, we have to think about it in the right way.  

Taking a step back from looking at the field of candidates for a given election, it is 

important to consider how those candidates came to be on the ballot.  On one hand, the 

process by which they are formally nominated is important, but so is the more personal 

decision to run for a particular office in the first place.  We cannot always know the true 

ambitions of politicians; we can only observe their actions and if they make themselves 

available as candidates.  As shown in Figure 1.1, ambition is an often unobservable 

attitude; we may never know the true ambitions of a politician unless they signal their 

ambitions by formally entering a race.  Imagine an “ideal” politician for a particular 

office that would be the perfect advocate for a district.  Even if the individual would be 

the Condorcet winner
3
, if that politician never becomes formally available as a candidate, 

representation suffers.  Once we consider relevant institutions and the behavior of other 

politicians, it is much easier to understand why some politicians run for office and others 

do not.  In brief, this dissertation will speak to the important connection between 

representation and ambition by accounting for the important factors that influence which 

politicians make themselves available to the electorate.   

                                                      

3
 The ability of a candidate to defeat every other candidate in a pairwise competition (Black 1948).  
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Figure 1.1 - Representation Reconsidered 

 If the most powerful and visible office in the world has trouble attracting 

candidates, it is not surprising that other offices face similar challenges.  After serving 

two terms in the United States Senate, George Voinovich (R-OH) decided not to seek re-

election in 2010.  With all of the knowledge that scholars have amassed on congressional 

elections, ambition, and the role of incumbency, this open seat should have been a hot 

commodity, especially since this was the first open Senate seat in Ohio since 1998.  

Given the opportunity and office structure in the United States (Schlesinger 1966), the 

first logical place to look for Senate candidates lies in the House of Representatives.  

Certainly out of this group, there would be many worthy, experienced legislators that 

could thrive in the upper chamber.  While there are some challengers in representing a 

state that is much less homogenous than a district, the benefits of increased power, 

greater influence and added exposure should outweigh the negative aspects for many 

legislators. Somewhat surprisingly, not one of the 18 members of Ohio House Delegation 

decided to run for the Senate. Were any of the legislators interested in the seat in the 

upper chamber?  Was progressive ambition absent from the career goals of these 

politicians?  Understandably, it would not be a surprise if some members of Congress had 

static ambition, and were happy serving in the lower chamber on Capitol Hill.  For 

example, John Boehner (R-OH), who as the Republican Minority Leader was poised to 
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become the Speaker of the House after an election that would take place in a favorable 

climate for the Grand Old Party, had plenty of reasons to pass on running for the Senate. 

After combing through local and statewide newspapers shortly after the retirement 

announcement of Senator Voinovich, five names from the House delegation emerged as 

being interested in running for the seat. This group included five Democrats: 

Representatives Marcy Kaptur (9
th

 District), Dennis Kucinich (10
th

), Betty Sutton (13
th

), 

Tim Ryan (17
th

), and Zack Space (18
th

).
4
  Yet these members of Congress never 

matriculated on to the primary ballot.  In order to gain leverage on understanding why 

these individuals declined to participate in the primary election, one must consider all of 

those that showed interest in the seat.  After all, even if the House of Representatives is 

the most common source for Senate candidates, save meeting the Constitutional 

requirements, there is no limit on who may be interested in the opportunity.  By 

examining newspaper coverage over the two years leading up to the election, nine other 

individuals were identified to be interested in the open seat.  These included several 

statewide officeholders, former members of the House and Senate, a state legislator, a 

county commissioner and even a car dealer.  Together, with the members of the House 

delegation, one can imagine these individuals as part of a “pool of potential candidates”.  

By unfolding the period leading up to the election it becomes easier to understand how 

the primary ballot took shape, and why some politicians made themselves available to the 

electorate and others did not.   

                                                      

4
 Interest in the seat documented by The Swing State Project: http://www.swingstateproject.com/  

http://www.swingstateproject.com/
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On January 12, 2009, after “prayerful consideration and much thought”, Senator 

Voinovich announced that while he still had the “fire in [his] belly” for two more years, 

he would retire from public service to spend time with his family (Koff 2009).  Wasting 

no time, a former US Representative, Rob Portman, announced that he would run in the 

Republican primary less than 24 hours after Voinovich’s retirement was made official 

("Portman to Launch Senate Campaign"  2009).  Just weeks later, two statewide officials 

entered the race for the Democratic nomination; interestingly, Secretary of State Jennifer 

Brunner and Lt. Governor Lee Fisher announced their intentions within hours of each 

other in mid-February  (Naymik 2009a, b).  Reacting to these quality challengers entering 

the race, the interest that was expressed in the race shortly after Voinovich’s 

announcement by other parties diminished greatly, with some announcing they would not 

run, instead opting to make endorsements, or run for re-election, while others never 

mentioned the race again (Gunzberger 2009, Ingles 2009, Naymik 2009c).   

By examining the long time leading up to the primary election day, it becomes 

easier to theorize about why particular potential candidates made certain decisions.  Had 

any of the interested members of the House delegation jumped into the race early on, 

their decisions could have affected the choices made by other politicians.  As three 

seemingly high quality candidates entered the race not long after the seat became open, 

others were likely dissuaded from making themselves available to the electorate, 

believing their chances of success did not outweigh the cost of running.  As long as 

scholars are willing to make the effort to collect the data, there is much we can learn 

about ambition and candidate emergence by closely examining the years and months 
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leading up to each primary election.  By unfolding the electoral timeline in this 

dissertation, emphasizing the early stages of the primary campaign, and accounting for 

the strategic interactions between all prospective office seekers, I explain the process 

behind which candidates make themselves available to the electorate.  Specifically, I 

speak to the following questions: 

How are the candidacy decisions of politicians with progressive ambition 

conditioned by the strategic actions of other individuals that may also 

have an interest in seeking a particular office? In the broader sense, what 

implications do these decisions have on what types of candidates run for 

office and what are the consequences for representation? 

 

 While scholars frequently use the Funnel of Causality to serve as a tool in 

explaining political phenomena (Campbell, et al. 1960), Figure 1.2 offers a Funnel of 

Representation: 

    

 

Figure 1.2 - Funnel of Representation 
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At the broadest point, there are individuals that are interested in politics.  This may 

include citizens, voters, activists, and even political scientists.  While this group has an 

interest in political phenomena, they have not considered running for office.  At the 

second level, there are a smaller number of individuals that are considering whether to 

run for a particular seat.  These prospective office seekers make up what I refer to as a 

“pool of potential candidates”.    Included in this group may be current officeholders 

eying different positions, previous officeholders looking to get back into the game, 

aspiring political careerists, or activists concerned about particular issues, or simply 

private citizens.  Some may have a real shot of winning, while others may have 

unattainable aspirations, but all are considering a run for a specific race.  At this point the 

funnel begins to narrow, with some potential candidates officially joining the race, others 

remaining in the pool to make a decision at a later time, and still others that may decide 

to opt out of the race, take their beach ball, and exit the pool of potential candidates.  

Finally, the declared candidates compete for the office, and only one will make it to the 

narrowest point of the funnel and be the representative for his or her district, state, or 

country.  This project focuses on the transition between the middle of the funnel – how 

and why individuals move from the pool of potential candidates to actually declaring for 

a race and making themselves available to the electorate.  It is only through 

understanding this process that we are able to learn about ambition and discuss the 

consequences for representation. 

 This project sits at a crossroads of a considerable amount of previous research, 

including scholarship on ambition, strategic politicians and candidate emergence, studies 
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of candidate quality, and work on primary elections.  The following chapter outlines 

these contributions.  While our knowledge of these phenomena is vast, I highlight several 

weaknesses that must be addressed in order to push the literature forward and improve 

our understanding of ambition, availability and the implications for representation.   

 In Chapter 3, a theory of the timing of candidacy decisions is presented, with 

potential candidates considering both campaign potential and uncertainty over the course 

of the years leading up to the filing deadline for a particular race.  By considering the 

limited resources that are available to candidates in a race, and the ability of certain types 

of individuals to attract these resources, I explain how some potential candidates are able 

to use their electoral clout to influence the decisions of other potential candidates and 

improve their own chances of fundraising and electoral success.   

 The specific details on the intensive data collection process that was undertaken to 

support this project is discussed in Chapter 4, including the strategy for gathering 

decisions from thousands of potential candidates over 9 election cycles, and over 600 

individual primary races.   

 In the first of four substantive chapters, Chapter 5 examines how candidate 

quality, or electoral experience, impacts success in primary elections, as measured both in 

terms of fundraising and electoral success. 

 Next, the timing of candidacy decisions are explained in Chapter 6 by taking into 

account candidate quality and other contextual aspects of each primary race, for example, 

the presence or absence of an incumbent. 



 

11 

 In Chapter 7, unraveling the strategic interaction of individual candidates is the 

main priority.  Here, hypotheses are tested regarding how decisions of individuals affect 

and are affected by, the decisions of other aspiring senators.    

 Acting as shocks to the period during which potential candidates are making 

decisions about their future, I investigate strategic retirements in Chapter 8.  I test several 

hypotheses to determine the consequences of strategic retirements have for a member’s 

party in the upcoming election, and on the unfolding of the primary elections for the open 

seat.   

 To close, Chapter 9 will zoom out and discuss the broader implications of this 

project for representation in general.  If many politicians remove themselves from 

consideration, does representation suffer, and in what ways?  Finally, I identify and 

motivate several extensions of this project and a strategy for a continued effort to 

understand ambition and its effect on representation.    

. 
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“Ambition must be made to counteract ambition…If men were angels, no government 

would be necessary.”    

-Federalist 51 

 

Chapter 2 - Previous Research 

While many observers of politics may frown on ambitious politicians and their 

thirst for power, in his seminal work, Schlesinger (1966) argued that “a political system 

unable to kindle ambitions for office is as much in danger of breaking down as one 

unable to restrain ambition” (2).  As informative as this work was on its own, it laid the 

foundation for countless scholars that would follow.  Our knowledge of ambition and 

strategic candidate emergence is vast, yet the literature can (and should) always be 

pushed forward.  While it is impossible to give an exhaustive account of all these 

contributions, it is worth highlighting the notable pieces of research that form the 

foundation of this project.  Following the brief review of the current scholarship, I 

comment on several issues – theoretical, data related, and methodological – where our 

knowledge can be improved.  In the theoretical and empirical chapters that follow, I 

address these issues head on.  Specifically, I:  

1) re-conceptualize ambition and shed new light on the theoretical importance of 

the early electoral timeline when potential candidates are make strategic decisions 

about an upcoming race.  

2) bring to bear new data on the pool of potential candidates that is critical to 

consider when trying to understand which candidates make themselves available 

to the electorate.   



 

13 

3) utilize methodological tools to account for the strategic interactions that take 

place between prospective and current candidates.   

Schlesinger (1966) taught students of ambition about the different types of 

ambition and the importance of the size and shape of the opportunity structure that 

politicians confront, which he argues is upward in nature.  An individual may have static 

ambition and hope to hold one office election after election.  Others may exhibit discrete 

ambition, hoping to serve in a particular office for a single term and then leave.  Still 

others will hold progressive ambition and aspire to reach higher offices within the 

opportunity structure.  It is this last categorization that captivated the interests of many 

scholars. 

In one of the first empirical treatments of progressive ambition, Rohde (1979) was 

able to gain much leverage on understanding the conditions under which members of the 

House of Representatives run for higher office if certain assumptions are met.
1
  This 

framework laid the foundation for a number of studies on the same subject in the years 

that followed (e.g. Hain, et al. 1981, Brace 1984, Abramson, et al. 1987, Codispoti 1987).  

More recently, research has been focused on how state politicians emerge on the national 

level (Fowler and McClure 1989, Maestas 2000).  Scholars involved with the Candidate 

                                                      

1 Rohde assumed that if decisions were riskless and costless, all members of the House would be interested 

in higher office.  Another example of early empirical work can be seen in Black (1972).  He studied 

councilmen from the San Francisco Bay area in hopes of better understanding the interaction between the 

structure of offices (a primary contribution of Schlesinger’s work) and the actual ambition of each 

politician. 



 

14 

Emergence Study at UC-Davis headline much of this effort.
2
  For instance, Maestas and 

colleagues (2006) argued that some scholars fail to differentiate between short and long 

term forces when they attempt to model progressive ambition, and that the decision to be 

interested in higher office is different than the decision to run in a specific race.   

 The literature on ambition is inherently related to scholarship on strategic 

politicians and candidate quality.  The work of Jacobson and Kernell (1983) has been 

instrumental in informing this line of research.  They argued that high quality challengers 

wait to enter congressional races until their odds are best, and therefore strategic 

politicians, along with those whom donate money to campaigns, structure the choices 

available to the electorate.  Several scholars have worked to test this theory empirically 

(Bianco 1984, Jacobson 1989, Maisel and Stone 1997). The quest for the ideal measure 

of candidate quality is the Holy Grail that continues to elude scholars, though knowing 

whether a candidate has held electoral office has been a serviceable proxy.  Bond, 

Covington, and Fleisher (1985) found that previous vote shares, national tides, and 

ideological discrepancies could result in quality challengers passing on entering a race.  

More recently, scholars have highlighted the amassing of war chests by incumbents as a 

deterrent used to snip budding challengers (Goldenberg, et al. 1986, Hersch and 

McDougall 1994, Box-Steffensmeier 1996, Goodliffe 2001), especially in Senate 

elections (Squire 1989b, 1991, 1992, Squire and Smith 1996, Adams and Squire 1997), 

                                                      

2
 The Candidate Emergence Study is a multi-year project that seeks to understand how potential candidates 

for the United States House of Representatives decide whether to run for Congress. More information is 

available online at: http://ces.iga.ucdavis.edu/ 



 

15 

which are much more expensive and garner more media attention than their House 

counterparts (Jacobson 2008). 

 Research on congressional primary elections is somewhat limited, especially in 

terms of understanding the winnowing process.  Still, scholars have worked to understand 

candidate extremity and its impact on primary success (Gerber and Morton 1998, Owen 

and Grofman 2006).  While Brady, Han, and Pope (2007) looked back at primary 

contests after voting records had been established to find extremity helping primary 

candidates, King, Orlando, and Sparks (2011) employed a novel method of measuring 

candidate ideology to find a similar result.  Collectively, this research may have 

important implications for understanding what candidates may emerge on to the ballot for 

primary elections.   

 While this very brief tour of the literature demonstrates the progress that has been 

made in learning about these phenomena, this project augments previous knowledge by 

addressing several critical issues. 

 

2.1 – Theoretical Issues – Ambition and the Electoral Timeline 

Typically, empirical studies treat ambition as a discrete concept – a politician 

either does or does not have it.  These types of studies often make assumptions about who 

holds ambition for empirical convenience.  Then regression techniques use a simple 

indicator variable of whether or not a particular politician opted to run for higher office as 

an expression of holding progressive ambition.  In actuality, all this variable is measuring 

is whether someone ran for higher office.  If they decided not to run, is it that they have 
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ambition and simply choose not to act on it in a particular election?  Or, is it the case that 

an individual may not even have ambition in the first place?   

In many theoretical accounts, ambition is discussed as a continuous concept.  

Copeland (1989) claimed that decisions to run for higher office are fluid and 

individualistic, and Black (1972) argued that ambition develops over the course of a 

career and depends on a variety of circumstances that also vary over time, like the 

opportunity and office structure.   

While a binary measure of ambition may be helpful in some cases, it is really just 

sweeping the problem of identifying who actually has ambition under the rug.  I believe it 

can be improved upon by unfolding an election in order to fully appreciate the entirety of 

the “electoral” or “decision” timeline
3
; I argue that it is important to begin to study 

campaigns much earlier than what is typically done.  Just as Aldrich’s Before the 

Convention (1980a) highlighted the importance of the early campaign for the presidency 

and the important role of momentum, I will emphasize the role that the “invisible 

primary” (Cohen, et al. 2008) plays in shaping the candidates that make themselves 

available to the voters in primary elections.  While potential candidates may not exhibit 

the same behavior as potential presidential candidates, I argue that many strategic 

calculations and actions take place long before the traditional campaign begins.    

Candidacy decisions do not happen simultaneously, but if a scholar limits his 

analysis to simply who ran for a particular office, the answer lacks any temporal 

                                                      

3 When discussing decisions of politicians, I use these terms interchangeably to represent the years leading 

up to a filing deadline when politicians and potential candidates are making decisions about upcoming 

races. 
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component.  Candidates may enter a race years before an election, and they can enter a 

contest as late as the filing deadline for ballot access.  In the following chapter, I argue 

that decisions that occur during this “electoral” or “decision” timeline do not happen 

randomly, but exhibit patterns that are explainable by a number of systematic and 

measurable factors.  This is not to say that scholars believe that decisions are made 

simultaneously, as some work has been done on the timing candidacy decisions are made, 

generally finding that candidacy decisions seem to be occurring earlier and earlier 

(Maisel 1982, Jacobson and Kernell 1983, Bianco 1984).  The work of these scholars 

underscores the importance of examining the entire decision timeline, not just the final 

slate of candidates. 

Some scholars that are interested in ambition focus on how individuals decide to 

run for office for the first time.  Referring back to Figure 1.2, these scholars are interested 

in the first transition on the “Funnel of Representation”, or moving from being simply 

interested in politics to actually considering entering a race.  Speaking from personal 

experience, Maisel (1982) discussed his run for Congress that met an ill fate and 

highlighted the fact that many candidates may view their chances of success through rose 

colored glasses.  Also focusing on the earliest stages of ambition, (Lawless 2012) uses 

extensive survey data and stresses the personal factors that affect an eligible candidate’s 

likelihood of considering a campaign.  While the initial spark for office is of great interest 

to scholars of ambition, this project focuses on understanding the behavior of individuals 

that are identified as being ambitious and already considering a particular race.     
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As discussed above, my concern is how candidates transition from having 

ambition to run for an office to actually making themselves available to the electorate.  In 

other words, rather than being concerned with who might have ambition, I focus on the 

behavior of individuals who already have ambition.  While the former topic is of 

theoretical importance, it is not the focus here.  

 

2.2 – Data Issues – Constructing the Pool of Potential Candidates 

Some work on progressive ambition studies the circumstances under which 

members of the House entered a Senate race.  Others focus on state legislators emerging 

on the national level by running for seats in the US House.  In either case, the pool of 

potential candidates is clear.  But how generalizable are the results of these studies?  

What can they tell us about who actually runs for these elections?  If we look at which 

members of the House run for Senate races, we can learn exactly that – a lot about the 

circumstances under which members of the House run for the upper chamber.  But this 

tells us little about Senate elections in general, as candidates can emerge from any 

number of other political offices or from the public.  There is utility in learning about the 

decisions of certain types of politicians, but there is much more value to learn about all 

the potential candidates for an office, not just one subset. 

Other scholars have used political informants to get a sense of which politicians 

may be considering higher office (Stone, et al. 2010).  This endeavor has much more 

value in expanding the net that scholars cast in hopes of learning about potential 
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candidates.  Still, there are some limitations.  Surveys are expensive, especially on such a 

large scale, and it is impossible to survey these political informants retroactively.   

Since Senate elections are very visible, both nationally and within each state, I 

argue that newspaper accounts over the course of an electoral timeline can provide much 

insight into possible candidates for each race, and as a result, artificial boundaries to the 

pool of potential candidates are avoided.  As opposed to surveys of informants or limiting 

the potential pool of candidates to one specific group, this avenue for data collection is 

readily available on a daily basis and it provides information about the timing of 

candidacy decisions.  Rather than simply looking at lists of politicians and noting who 

did or who did not run for a seat, these newspaper sources also provide the most in depth 

coverage of these races at the local level, including information on fundraising, support 

from other notable politicians, and occasionally party officials outside of the state. 

Rather than making assumptions about which individuals should have progressive 

ambition and should want to run for a particular office under certain conditions, this 

strategy allows me to determine which individuals actually have an interest in a particular 

office.  While I still must make the assumption that the individuals in the pools of 

potential candidates that I construct have ambition, this assumption is much easier to 

defend than making blanket statements about which groups of politicians, such as state 

legislators or members of the US House, will have progressive ambition.  Using the 

approach that is outlined in Chapter 4, I was able to focus my attention on the candidacy 

decisions of only those individuals that have at least some interest in a seat.. 
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2.3 – Methodological Issues – Accounting for Strategic Decisions 

Making  

Individual aspirants for higher office are not making decisions in a vacuum, yet 

not all scholars account for these interactions in their empirical work.  Sometimes, 

interdependence between observations is considered an empirical nuisance that must be 

corrected with statistical techniques; but I believe that these interactions provide 

substantive information that is critical to understanding how primary elections unfold.  

Modeling strategic interactions may be difficult, but if it is theoretically important, it is a 

challenge that must be addressed.  Carson (2005) explored the consequences of ignoring 

strategic interactions in the context of the interdependence between retirements and 

candidate emergence. I discuss this phenomenon in much more detail in Chapter 8. 

While it may be difficult to understand all the possible influences on this process, 

such as private discussions with party officials or potential donors, there are some 

important facts that are quantifiable.  Besides the contextual information surrounding a 

particular race (for example, whether an incumbent is running or when the primary takes 

place), politicians are influenced by those who have also expressed interest in a race, and 

by those who have already declared for a race.  Just as several members of the Ohio 

delegation in the US House were influenced to opt out of running for the Senate seat after 

other high profile candidates entered the race, politicians eying a particular race can 

affect and be affected by, the candidacies of other potential candidates.  As I will discuss 

in Chapter 7, event history techniques can be utilized to control for and measure the 

impact of candidacy decisions on the decisions of other prospective candidates, and vice 
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versa.  In addition to empirically testing a number of hypotheses, numerous qualitative 

examples also provide evidence for the role that strategic decisions play in how primary 

elections unfold.  In the chapter that follows, I present a Theory of Strategic Candidacy 

Decisions to account for the behavior of individuals with political ambition. 
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Chapter 3 - Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions 

The goals of potential candidates vary widely. Inevitably, each election brings 

“outsiders” campaigning against the Washington establishment.  While these lofty goals 

may make for feel-good campaign commercials, some types of “amateurs” have 

unrealistic expectations (Canon 1990, 1993).  While some officeseekers may run for the 

experience, others are more interested in achieving a particular post, whether as a 

stepping stone for other opportunities down the road (progressive ambition), or possibly 

as a long term position (static ambition).  Some candidates have had great electoral 

success over the career, while others may have run in many races without tasting victory.  

Just as politicians have any number of goals while in office, candidates will also have a 

set of goals, many of which formed long before entering a specific race.  Borrowing from 

the work of Fenno (1977), candidates may be concerned with winning the election, or in 

gaining power or prestige in government.  At the same time, candidates may also be 

concerned with particular policy issues, which are either important to themselves 

personally, or to their constituents they hope to represent.   

Of course, potential candidates and elected politicians are not equivalent.  But 

regardless of whether a potential candidate decides to run or not, and even if they run and 

lose, most still care about the interests and concerns of their party.  While issue activists 

may be concerned with specific policies and some amateurs will be looking for an 

experience (Canon 1990), most professional politicians are partisans that prefer their 

party to be successful, both electorally and in terms of implementing policy.  First, a 

party that wins elections will have an improved brand name, and a rising partisan tide 
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will help fellow partisans.  Even for the losing candidates in a primary, if they plan to run 

in the future, they may have higher electoral prospects when the party is in good terms 

with the electorate.  Obviously, controlling Congress and/or the White House assists in 

the implementation of policy.  Whether a candidate is successful or not in an electoral 

sense, most would still prefer to see their parties agenda enacted, or at least more so than 

seeing the platform of the other party gain traction.   

Besides policy and electoral factors, potential candidates also have a variety of 

personal considerations to factor into their career decisions.  What transactions costs exist 

in a run for office?  For current officeholders, does running for a different position 

require giving up a current elected position, or are their term limits preventing a re-

election attempt?  For those in the private sector, what positions must be given up in 

order to run for office?  Can a losing candidate return to a previous position?  While 

some may not have to worry about the origin of their next paycheck, economic factors 

certainly play a role in career decisions of politicians and average citizens (Nicholson 

1996, Maisel and Stone 1997, Keane and Merlo 2010).  Many candidates may also 

consider that the impact of a run for office will have on their personal time, either for 

leisure or spending time with their families (Sapiro 1982, Fox and Lawless 2004).   

While I acknowledge that prospective candidates and current officeholders have a 

variety of interests and goals, I remain agnostic on the specific motivations of each 

individual.  In short, potential candidates care about their personal interests.  Next, most 

also care about the collective interests of their party, at least relative to caring about the 

interests of the other party.  The behavior of each potential candidate will be a function of 
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these goals.  I am also silent on the source of their ambition.  While ambition formation is 

a very important and interesting topic, numerous scholars are tackling this phenomenon, 

and for now, I will focus on other questions.  As the next chapter outlines, the data 

collection process that I have undertaken has resulted in pools of potential candidates that 

are interested in a particular office.  It is these individuals that I assume have ambition, 

and it is there that I focus my inquiry. 

With several assumptions set, this theoretical argument proceeds as follows.  

First, the concept of a “decision timeline” is introduced to show the varying costs and 

benefits of making a candidacy decision at a particular time.  In short, potential 

candidates that are already interested in a particular seat will ask themselves, when can I 

enter a race to both maximize my chances of success, reach my full campaign potential, 

and minimize the uncertainty involved in running for higher office?  Then, I expand on 

the concepts of campaign potential and uncertainty to encompass the various factors that 

prospective candidates consider when weighing a run.  Next, I discuss the implications 

that arise from potential candidates making decisions while keeping an eye on the 

behavior of one another.  At the same time, not all potential candidates are the same.  I 

argue that differences in electoral experience cause potential candidates to have 

asymmetric influence over one another.  As a result, I am able to make predictions of 

when certain individuals will announce their candidacy decisions.  Finally, these 

expectations are motivated using several familiar game theoretic models.   

It is impossible to get inside the mind of a potential candidate to observe strategic 

calculations, but we can theorize about the specific factors these individuals might 
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consider.  Then, we can compare our expectations with data on whether these individuals 

emerged as candidates, but also when these decisions took place.  Potential candidates 

will have countless factors that may influence their decisions, and these will vary across 

individuals.  Rather that coming up with a comprehensive list of motivations, it is best to 

collapse all of these considerations into two main functions – campaign potential and 

uncertainty – that vary over time.  Figure 3.1 shows a hypothetical timeline over which 

decisions are made whether or not to enter a specific race.  In this example, the decision 

timeline stretches from January of 2011 until the May 2012 filing deadline.  In other 

words, the decision timeline is the window during which potential candidates are plotting 

whether to jump into the race at all, and when to announce their intentions.  Here, the 

specific units of the functions are not important, except that both functions decrease over 

time.
1
  A campaign that begins over a year before the filing deadline has a lot of time to 

grow, yet the large amount of time until the election results in great uncertainty.  As the 

filing deadline approaches, both of these functions decrease.  Each is discussed in more 

detail below.    

                                                      

1
In truth, the slopes of the lines will vary between candidates and the functions may not be linear, but the 

true functions are out of view, though modeling these is a potential area for further research. 
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Figure 3.1 - Important Components of Candidacy Decision-Making 

 

3.1 - Candidate Decisions-Making and Campaign Potential  

 Consider first campaign potential.  Potential candidates ask themselves: How 

successful could my campaign be if I begin today?  How successful might it be if I wait 

to announce my run at a later time?  Campaigns are all about gathering resources.  Given 

that even strong incumbents realize the necessity of being pro-active campaigners and the 

importance of a strong war chest (Hersch and McDougall 1994, Box-Steffensmeier 1996, 

Goodliffe 2001), non-incumbents cannot be successful without significant fundraising 

ability.  Money is increasingly an important factor in the probability of electoral success, 

especially for challengers (Krasno, et al. 1994, Jacobson 2008).   
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Money is just one type of resource that fuels a campaign.  One must also 

concentrate on building a competitive organization – a resource where previous 

officeholders, and especially incumbents, have an inherent advantage.  While financial 

contributors are an important part of this organization, this process also consists of 

recruiting personnel, from volunteers for grassroots efforts to a close group of trusted 

advisors (Thurber and Nelson 2000, Farrell, et al. 2001).  Candidates will also attempt to 

get endorsements from influential members of the community such as business or union 

officials, and support from other elected politicians.  While the average citizen may not 

be aware of these events taking place, political elites and activists will be paying close 

attention.  In a way, this can be seen as an invisible primary (Aldrich 1980a, Cohen, et al. 

2008) on a smaller scale than in presidential races.  During this process, candidates are 

also trying to gain exposure both with the media and key political elites, and increasing 

name recognition across the state.  If a candidate can establish himself or herself as a 

front-runner early on, he or she may be able to build off this momentum and gather even 

more resources.  

 The early stages of the campaign are very important in improving the chances of 

winning on Election Day.  But beyond just defeating the other opponents on the ballot, 

scholars have long recognized that incumbents actively try to avoid opponents from 

emerging in the first place (Stone, et al. 2004).  While they may not have the same 

resources as the incumbent, challengers will also attempt to dissuade others potential 

challengers from running against them.  Returning to Figure 3.1, the campaign potential 

is greatest at the start of the decision timeline.  All of these efforts to build a viable 
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campaign require time, and as the filing deadline approaches, time for these activities 

diminishes.  For some candidates that already have enough exposure and resources to 

avoid any serious challenge, the slope of this function may not be as severe, but for the 

average challenger, holding all else constant, jumping into a race sooner should result in 

success than waiting until later to begin a campaign.   

It is worth noting that some of these attempts at gathering resources are possible 

even before a run for office becomes official.  Candidates can form exploratory 

committees or undergo other informal measures to gauge support for their possible 

campaign, but still, the potential of the entire campaign may not be known until well after 

a hat has been tossed in the ring.  Some aspects of this “invisible primary” are certainly 

more important in presidential campaigns, but nonetheless, the dynamics involved are 

still relevant in congressional elections, especially for races for the more prestigious 

upper chamber.  For some activities, such as gaining name recognition amongst the 

voters, this period may be arguably more important for congressional elections than for 

the presidency, especially when the average citizen is far more knowledgeable about 

presidential politics than races for seats on Capitol Hill. 

By gathering resources and building momentum during the early stages of the 

decision timeline, a candidate has two desired effects: 1) lowering his own uncertainty 

that is present when embarking on a campaign, and 2) increasing the uncertainty of other 

candidates or potential candidates.  But what is meant by uncertainty?   
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3.2 – Candidate Decision-Making and Uncertainty  

As the adage goes, “nothing is certain except uncertainty” and that is surely the 

case with many elections, especially early on in the campaign.  While potential 

candidates (and current candidates) likely have some level of confidence in their chances, 

they may not have as much control as they would like over several aspects of the race.  

First, a candidate is unsure about whom he will be running against, and this is especially 

the case when the primary election is over a year away.  Second, scholars know that the 

national and state electoral political context can have a major impact on the success 

congressional candidates.  While politicians may be able to forecast some aspects of the 

upcoming climate, such as if the president will be on the ballot for re-election, economic 

conditions can change drastically, and events may occur abroad that peak the saliency of 

foreign affairs.  In either case, the uncertainty is highest early on in the decision window.  

While it declines over time, it may never go away, especially when there is more 

uncertainty in not only the chances a candidate will win the primary election, but also the 

general election.  Unless one counts the experience of running for office as valuable for 

the future, there is no prize for coming in second on Election Day.  Even if the experience 

proves valuable, it is difficult to know the effect a loss will have on future races;  no one 

wants to back a losing horse, so there is a fine line between gaining experience and 

having the reputation as a candidate without a chance of winning.   

Potential candidates are also uncertain about what support will be available from 

their party.  Oftentimes, party officials wait on the sideline until a nominee is apparent, 

but this may not always be the case.  Just as takes place in the presidential “invisible 
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primary”, some officials may try to stack the deck in hopes of influencing who becomes 

the nominee.  At the same time, this level of support could vary greatly.  It could be as 

small as an endorsement from a leader in the local party organization, or as large as 

involvement from a national senate campaign committees.  In rare circumstances, even 

the most prominent national leaders may take an interest in a race.  In one example in 

2002, the majority leader of the Minnesota State House, Tim Pawlenty, was 90 minutes 

away from announcing his candidacy to take on incumbent Senator Wellstone (D-MN).  

While bringing his daughters home from a dentist appointment, he received a call on his 

cell phone from Dick Cheney, on behalf of President Bush (Carlson 2001).  Pawlenty was 

asked to not run against St. Paul Mayor Norm Coleman in a primary, with Cheney 

pleading that the party should be more focused on defeating the incumbent in the general 

election, and should not get bogged down in a primary battle.  In the end, Pawlenty went 

on to a successful run at Governor in 2002 and Coleman was successful in joining the US 

Senate.   

Still, this level of national involvement in primary elections is rare.  More often 

than not, parties will sit on the sideline until a nominee has been determined.  Especially 

in important races, Senate nominees should expect support from the party, but prior to 

receiving the nomination, potential candidates are very uncertain about the support they 

will receive for their campaign, and this is especially high early on in the electoral 

timeline.   

In sum, potential candidates are trying to maximize the payoff by making a 

candidacy decision at a particular time.  While an early entry into a race may have great 
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potential, this is counteracted with high uncertainty.  But wait too long to make a 

decision, and a potential candidate may find himself lagging behind before even entering 

the race.  Potential candidates must be strategic when deciding whether to enter a race, 

but they also must be strategic when is the right time to make a decision, and ultimately, 

to announce that decision.  By focusing on campaign potential and uncertainty, our 

understanding of these decisions becomes more lucid.    

 

3.3 – Strategic Interactions Between Potential Candidates 

 If resources were limitless, it would make sense that everyone should declare their 

candidacy early on in the decision timeline and gather as much electoral capital as 

possible.  Longer campaigns can gather more resources than shorter campaigns.  

However, all of the resources discussed above are finite.  So, rather than say that 

campaign potential is about gathering resources, it is really about hoarding resources.
2
  

With many campaign resources, it is a zero sum game: major donors are unlikely to max 

out their contributions to multiple candidates, and influential activists and consultants 

cannot credibly support multiple candidates.  In the eyes elites, all potential candidates 

are not created equal – political entrepreneurs strive for large dividends and therefore 

choose their investments wisely.  Candidates that are considered to be electorally viable 

will attract more attention than lower quality candidates, especially early on in the race.  

                                                      

2
 By hoarding, it is not meant that candidates will hold on to their resources to use at a later time; rather, 

hoarding resources means that specific resources that one candidate gathers (donations, endorsements, 

volunteers) cannot be used by other candidates.   
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Known quantities will be a safer investment, and while this is not to say that some 

unknowns may turn out to be diamonds in the rough, it is risky to pour resources into a 

political unknown. 

 As discussed above, the goal of candidates in strategically timing their entry is to 

decrease one’s own uncertainty and increase the uncertainty of others.  Implicit in these 

goals is the assumption that the decisions of potential candidates influence the decisions 

of other potential candidates, and vice versa.  While scholars might agree, the challenge 

comes in how to model strategic interactions between ambitious office seekers.  Despite 

this difficulty, it is critical for these interactions to play a leading role in a Theory of 

Strategic Candidacy Decisions. 

 If one potential candidate can corner the resources available in a particular state, 

other potential candidates may concede the race before it even begins.  A significant way 

to improve one’s own changes of success, while also increasing the uncertainty of 

success for other potential candidates, is to jump into the race.  By declaring for a race, an 

office seeker gains credibility in the eyes of donors, elites, and other potential candidates.  

As mentioned above, all potential candidates are not the same, and depending on one’s 

perceived quality and potential for success, the ability of one politician to alter the 

behavior of another will vary.   

 While the specifics of measuring perceptions of candidate quality are discussed in 

Chapter 5, consider the ordinal groupings of electoral experience shown in Figure 3.2.  

Using experience as a proxy for candidate quality, one can consider how candidates of 

differing quality may influence, or by influenced by, the decisions of other politicians.  



 

33 

When debating their political future, incumbents will likely go through a different 

decision process than potential candidates without any electoral experience.  Then again, 

all electoral experience is not the same, and should not be treated as such theoretically or 

empirically.  With different decision processes at work different groups of potential 

candidates, some will be more likely to influence, or be susceptible to being influenced 

than others. 

 

Figure 3.2 - Pyramid of Electoral Experience 

When examining primaries for the upper chamber, the behavior of incumbent 

senator will certainly have the most impact on other potential challengers.  Whether they 

are successful in dissuading others from running against them, or they are considering 

retiring from office (as discussed in Chapter 8), potential candidates will keep one eye on 

the incumbent.  In general, incumbents have an incentive to announce their plan for re-

election early in the race in an effort to dissuade potential rivals.  In most cases, 

commentators and potential candidates assume that incumbents will run for another term.  
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But as incumbents age or face health challenges, potential challengers may see blood in 

the water which may force incumbents to be strategic in making announcements about 

their future.  In Chapter 8, I expand on the idea that politicians care about the interests of 

their party by arguing that in some circumstances, retiring incumbents will announce 

their plans strategically in order to give their party the best chance at retaining the seat.   

At the opposite end of the candidate quality spectrum are those without any 

electoral experience.  For these individuals, it is unlikely that their behavior will pique the 

interest of higher quality potential candidates.  Under most circumstances, a sitting 

member of the House of Representatives will pay little attention to whether or not a blue-

collar worker from their state is considering a run for the Senate.  Some potential 

candidates without experience may pay attention to the actions of higher quality 

candidates, but others may not.  David Canon (1993) examines two types of amateur 

politicians: experience seeking amateurs and ambitious amateurs.  While the former may 

be running so the incumbent does not go unchallenged, or to have certain issues 

discussed on the campaign trail, Canon argues that ambitious amateurs will behave 

strategically just like more experienced candidates.   

 

3.3.1 – Higher Quality Candidates and Earlier Candidacy Decisions 

 When higher quality candidates (such as current members of the US House or 

statewide executives like governors) consider their campaign potential and uncertainty, 

they find it in their best interest to announce their intentions early in the decision 

timeline.  For the most part, these potential candidates would have a higher chance of 
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being re-elected in their current position than they would have of winning a seat in the 

Senate.  Knowing this, these candidates want to minimize uncertainty as much as 

possible, and as early as possible.  By jumping in to a race, high quality candidates send a 

signal to potential foes; holding all other factors constant, if I am a potential candidate, I 

would much rather run in a primary election that does not contain a high quality 

candidate.  Once a high quality challenger is in a race, the uncertainty of other potential 

candidates will increase.  From a strategic sense, candidates are smart to ward off 

potential foes early in the decision timeline as opposed to appearing vulnerable and 

attracting competition.   

As politicians covet a variety of campaign resources, high quality candidates are 

also sending a signal to party elites, such as donors and other officeholders.  If a donor 

were considering whom to back in an upcoming election, he would feel much more 

confident investing in a known candidate as opposed to pouring resources into a potential 

candidate that is uncertain about his plan for the future.  As candidates are able to recruit 

support from elites, those elites will no longer be able to support other potential 

candidates.  These types of candidates will also get most of the attention of the media and 

by declaring for a race early, they can establish themselves as the frontrunner.  The 

following chapter discusses just how much coverage these early campaigns receive and 

establishes the benefit of early momentum.  Regardless of the type of resource, each is a 

finite commodity and whichever candidate is able to hoard more than their opponents the 

better chance for future electoral and fundraising success.   
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Even high quality candidates will not always receive attention or campaign 

assistance from national party organizations.  More often than not, party officials will sit 

on the sideline and wait until a nominee is official before pouring resources into a 

campaign, including the electoral wing of each national party organization, the National 

Republican Senatorial Committee or the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee.  

Still, party officials, especially on the local level, may be involved behind the scenes to 

encourage, or even discourage, certain politicians to enter a race.  Just like attracting 

donors, higher quality candidates will be more likely than lower quality candidates to get 

this sort of attention from influential elites. 

If a potential candidate decides that running for the Senate is not in her best 

interest, there are also reasons to announce her intentions earlier in the decision timeline.  

First off, she has more time to dedicate to pursuits that he or she prefers, such as her 

current office and constituents, or pursuing interests in the private sector.  If she is going 

to bow out of running for a race anyways, it is better to decline early on rather than spend 

several months letting a career decision occupy her time.  Since I argue that potential 

candidates not only care about their own interests but also those of their party, there is 

also an incentive to decline a race early on as other potential candidates may be deferring 

to them before making their own candidacy announcement. 

Numerous examples exist where a frustration builds when a politician (or 

potential candidate) is indecisive about their future.  For example, Senator Bob Kerrey 

(D-NE) announced two years prior to he was up for re-election that he would run for 

another term, yet surprised and angered some members of his party when he announced 
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his retirement under six weeks before the filing deadline.  Former Governor Ben Nelson 

said Kerrey’s decision to abandon re-election and retire “washed through his house like a 

tidal wave” (Kotok 2000).  Although Republicans became re-energized at Kerrey’s 

surprise departure, Nelson eventually took his place entering the race just a week before 

the deadline.  Even though he won the Senate seat, some were angered that it took Nelson 

a few weeks to make a decision.  While this decision could have cost the Democrats a 

seat in the Senate, Chapter 8 investigates retirements in more detail and identifies 

conditions under which politicians will be strategic in their timing of their retirement 

decisions.   

 

3.3.2 – Lower Quality Candidates and Later Candidacy Decisions 

 In a world without uncertainty, lower quality candidates (for example, local 

officeholders or those without any electoral experience), would be expected to enter early 

on in the decision window in hopes of building the strongest campaign possible.  Yet in 

the eyes of political elites that are searching for candidates to support, lower quality 

individuals will not have as much potential.  Just because these inexperienced have room 

to grow, it does not mean that a competitive campaign could be established regardless of 

how much time was devoted to this effort.  Under most circumstances, those who supply 

resources to campaigns will have more faith in those potential candidates with more 

experience as they already have a record of accomplishment.  While there may be the 

occasional “Joe the Plumber” that can emerge on to the national scene, most elites will be 

more likely to invest in known commodities.   
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 While well-known and established politicians may be able to overcome the 

uncertainty of entering a campaign years prior to the election, potential candidates with 

less experience must be more patient.  Unable to sway the hearts, wallets and 

endorsements of elites, and without the name recognition to pull media attention away 

from more recognizable politicians, lower quality prospective officeholders will wait to 

make candidacy decisions.  In some cases, it is possible that a higher quality candidate 

never emerges.  While this is not the norm, the temptation of higher office may not 

always outweigh the safety and security of incumbency.  In the lead up to the 1998 race 

against incumbent Senator Carol Moseley-Braun (D-IL), Republicans assumed that 

Governor Jim Edgar would run for the seat, and therefore other candidates remained on 

the sideline.  But late in 1997, Edgar took his name out of the running, and several lower 

quality candidates entered the race, including State Senator Peter Fitzgerald, who went on 

to win the nomination, although he eventually fell prey to Moseley-Braun (Fornek 1997, 

Krawzak 1997). 

It is also possible that a race will have a frontrunner who eventually stumbles as 

the election draws near, possibly due to a scandal, and drops out of contention.  In these 

cases, all the resources that the candidate hoarded will be back up for grabs.  National 

economic conditions and political tides are a source of uncertainty, especially years 

before an election, but potential candidates may be able to delay their candidacy 

decisions until these conditions become more predictable.  Lastly, it is possible that other 

office opportunities will open up as the election approaches.  The shape of the office and 

opportunity structure has long been recognized to influence the career decisions of 
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ambitious politicians (Schlesinger 1966).  As members of House, for example, declare for 

a Senate campaign, this opens up a seat that may be more attainable for inexperienced 

office seekers.   

 

3.3.3 – Motivations from Game Theoretic Models 

In summary, I expect higher quality office seekers to make decisions earlier in the 

decision timeline, and lower quality individuals to make decisions closer to the filing 

deadline.  Higher quality politicians have a number of distinct advantages that allow them 

to enter races strategically early on in an effort to improve their chances for success.  

Lower quality individuals do not have the ability to influence the decisions of others and 

therefore must be more patient in making candidacy decisions. 

Applying two well-known game theoretic applications to the timing of candidacy 

decisions can demonstrate the logic behind this argument.  Scholars have long used 

analytic models such as these to understand strategy and interaction between multiple 

actors.  First, a multi-player game of chicken shows why high quality candidates enter 

races early in the decision timeline.  Second, the Chain Store game, and the Chain Store 

Paradox, establishes the rationality of late entries into races by lower quality candidates.     

 

3.3.3.1 – The Chicken Game and Early Candidacy Decisions 

 The standard game of chicken (Rapoport and Chammah 1966) involves two 

drivers barreling towards one another on a one lane road.  As the left panel in Figure 3.3 

shows, both players would prefer that the other player swerve, allowing them to continue 
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going straight.  If the players were to choose the same action, they both would prefer that 

to swerve, rather than face a head on collision.  While swerving may be a sign of 

weakness, at least the players will live to fight another day.  In this anti-coordination 

game, there exist two Nash Equilibria: where P1 swerves and P2 goes straight, and vice 

versa.  Though it is a simultaneous game, if P1 could just signal his intention to P2 in a 

credible way seconds before the decisions were made, then P2’s would have no choice 

but to react accordingly.  For example, if P1 could somehow rip the steering wheel off 

and toss it out the window, the other player would know that his only chance to survive 

would be to concede the right of way and swerve off the road.     

Swerve Straight Not Run Run

Swerve +2, +2 +3, +4 Not Run +2, +2 +3, +4

Straight +4, +3 -1, -1 Run +4, +3 +1, +1

High Quality Candidate Game

P
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y
er

 1

Player 2

P
la

y
er

 1

Player 2

Standard Game

 

Figure 3.3 - The Chicken Game 

 

 The right panel of Figure 3.3 shows a similar game, but now the players are both 

high quality potential candidates, say two members of the US House, considering running 

for the a party’s nomination for the Senate.  Each has the decision to “Run” or “Not 

Run”, and each would prefer to be a candidate and have the other simply run for re-

election.  In this scenario, one player would run for the Senate unopposed, and the other 
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would be likely to win re-election in the House.  Because I believe some politicians also 

care about the interests of their own party, winning a Senate election and retaining a seat 

in the House is preferred to a party as opposed to a divisive primary that leaves two open 

House races to defend.  If both players decide to run, both would have a chance to serve 

in the upper chamber, but at the end of the day, one would be out of a job.  If the players 

were to choose the same option, they would prefer to safer probability of running for re-

election in the House.   

 Certainly, this simple game does not completely model the complexity involved 

with dueling politicians, but some assumptions can be relaxed to better approximate 

reality.  Although the 2010 Senate race did involve candidacy decisions that were made 

within hours of one another, it is clear that not all decisions are simultaneous.  However, 

the traditional one-shot game can be extended to one of repeated play.  Imagine that each 

day politicians could jump in to the race.   Dueling players may also try to send signals of 

their intentions through the media or other political actors, and therefore attempt to delay 

making a decision.  Potential office seekers may form an exploratory committee to gather 

information about their chances without officially becoming a candidate.  But just like 

tossing the steering wheel out the window, the only true commitment occurs when a 

candidacy announcement is made public.   The traditional two player game can also be 

extended to a multi-player setting with comparable results (Bornstein, et al. 1997) in 

order to better match real world primary campaigns.   
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3.3.3.2 – The Chain Store Game and Late Candidacy Decisions 

The Chain Store Game, and more importantly, the Chain Store Paradox shows the 

logic of late entries in to primary races (Selten 1978).  The original game can be 

summarized as follows: Consider a chain store, M, that has branches in 20 different 

towns.  In each town there is a potential small business, k, that could try to compete with 

the chain store.  At the start, none of the small businesses (k=1,2…20) has enough capital 

to open a store, but one after the other, each is able to secure a loan.  Therefore, each 

small business must decide whether to open and compete with the chain store, or use its 

capital for another purpose.  If a new shop opens up in a given town, the chain store can 

either choose an aggressive strategy (e.g. price-cutting), or be cooperative.  If 

cooperative, profits increase for both businesses, but an aggressive response will lead to 

even higher profits for the chain store.  Figure 3.4 shows a single iteration of the game.   

 

Figure 3.4 - The Chain Store Game 
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Using backwards induction, Selten identified a perfect equilibrium point where 

each competitor enters the market and the chain store is cooperative.  But given that the 

number of towns is high enough, there exists a paradox.  The chain store could greatly 

improve its own utility by establishing an aggressive reputation early in the game, 

eventually causing competitors to not enter the marketplace.  He outlines a deterrence 

theory where late competitors could ignore the aggressive reputation and enter the 

market, and as a result, the chain store would be cooperative.
3
   

Now replace the chain store with an incumbent (or even a strong challenger that 

has already entered a primary race).  While the perfect information game posits that the 

incumbent would “acquiesce” to any potential competitors, political scientists know that 

incumbents are always trying to dissuade such behavior through aggressive fundraising, 

campaigning and various Mayhewvian activities (Mayhew 1974).  Incumbents want to 

appear untouchable so that quality challengers will not emerge, much in the way a chain 

store may try to establish an aggressive reputation to avoid competition.  In the candidacy 

game, the finite horizon is the filing deadline.  In the chain store game, establishing an 

aggressive reputation is hurtful only in the short term; as the game nears an end, such a 

strategy is not beneficial.  Therefore, late in the “decision timeline” of a race, potential 

                                                      

3 Specifically, he gives the example where the Chain Store is aggressive for the first 16 competitors, while 

being cooperative during the final four turns.  Selten argues that the paradox can explained by adopting a 

“limited rationality view of human decision making” (127).  He claims that just because a rational solution 

exists (cooperating at each iteration), does not necessarily mean that the strategy will be followed.  Several 

other scholars offer variants of Selten’s game, relaxing this assumptions, thus making an aggressive choice 

by the chain store possible in equilibrium (Kreps and Wilson 1982, Milgrom and Roberts 1982).   
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candidates may jump in to the race if they no longer believing the strong reputation that 

the incumbent has tried to establish. 

 While neither the multi-player chicken game nor the chain store game perfectly 

applies to the multiplayer setting in the lead up to a senate primary race, the logic does 

help provide additional analytical support for the theory outlined above.  In the empirical 

chapters that follow, specific hypotheses will be tested using not only quantitative 

methods to understand the breadth of these strategic candidacy decisions, but also 

qualitative accounts will provide an in depth look at the interactions between potential 

candidates in specific races.  By unfolding these primaries and considering the entire 

decision timeline, we can learn a great deal about ambition, candidate emergence, and 

ultimately, representation. 
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“The most important rule for all data collection is to report how the data were created 

and how we came to possess them.” 

 -King, Keohane and Verba
1
  

 

Chapter 4 - A Dynamic Data Collection Strategy 

This chapter goes into detail on how the major aspects of data required for this 

project were collected, focusing mainly on the construction of pools of potential 

candidates and determining when these individuals made candidacy decisions – either to 

enter a race or take their names out of consideration.  While the substantive chapters (Ch 

5-Ch 8) also contain some information on data issues, the detail presented in this chapter 

will be of interest to those readers curious about the comprehensive strategy that I 

undertook to collect the data necessary for testing the hypotheses presented in the 

chapters that follow.  In addition, I provide an example decision timeline by examining 

the primary races for the retiring Senator Mel Martinez (R-FL) in 2010.   

4.1 – General Motivations and Goals  

Even before this project began, the perceived data requirements were daunting.  

While gathering data on Senate primary elections would be significantly easier than 

focusing on races for the lower chamber, the process proved to be both challenging, but 

also rewarding; this data collection effort was beneficial for both this project and future 

work.  As scientific knowledge should be transmissible and cumulative, eventually I plan 

to share my data with other scholars interested in better understanding ambition, 

emergence, and representation.   

                                                      

1
 Quoted from Designing Social Inquiry (1994). 
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In deciding where to focus my theoretical and empirical contribution, I choose 

Senate primaries for a number of reasons.  I hoped to find a favorable middle ground 

between a limited in-depth analysis of one particular election year and a comprehensive 

analysis of all state and federal races over a longer period; the former lacks 

generalizability and the latter is simply impractical for a dissertation.  By focusing 

intensely on the most recent Senate primary races, I am able to use available data to test 

hypotheses and draw inferences from a variety of political races and electoral climates. 

Unlike the House of Representatives that is tied closely to the polity through 

biennial elections, each cycle results in only 1/3 of the Senate facing re-election.
2
  It is 

doubtful the founders designed this system to assist in my data collection efforts; rather, 

the Senate was to be as a saucer is to tea, and serve to cool the legislation that emerged 

from the House.
3
  The founders accomplished this by designing a chamber that was 

smaller and more individualistic in nature, a trend that has continued as each chamber 

evolved.  As opposed to the homogenous nature of congressional districts, senators were 

tasked with representing a wide variety of constituents and issues, and since the 17
th

 

amendment, this connection has tightened, although the length of the term still isolates 

these politicians from sudden changes in the political climate.  Given factors such as 

these, seats in the Senate are perceived to be more powerful, prestigious, and sought after 

                                                      

2
 Special elections are also possible, and therefore are included in this analysis as well.   

3
 It is said that upon returning from France, Jefferson visited Washington and when he inquired as to the 

purpose of the Senate, Washington gave this analogy.  During the debate over the structure of the Congress, 

Jefferson did not agree with Madison and Washington, who, like Montesquieu, felt that ambition was 

dangerous, necessary, and ever-present.  Jefferson was less worried about ambition and his admiration of 

the French system resulted in his preference for more republicanism and only one chamber in Congress.  

This discussion was enlightened through discourse with Professor Michael Munger. 
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than seats in the House; not surprisingly, races for these seats receive a great deal of 

coverage by the media.  This allows for data that are more widely accessible to scholars 

who are willing to devote the energy to collecting them.      

Knowing that the political climate ebbs and flows over time and affects both 

public opinion (Stimson 2004) and candidate emergence (Jacobson and Kernell 1983), in 

order to draw valid inferences from these data, it was crucial to gather data over a long 

enough time period rather than just explaining a particular election.  Given this concern 

and my initial assessment of the data that were theoretically available, I set out to collect 

candidacy decisions on primary elections for the Senate over the course of nine election 

cycles.   In other words, my dataset includes 3 elections for each Senate Class: Class I - 

1994, 2000, and 2006; Class  II - 1996, 2002, and 2008; and Class III - 1998, 2004, and 

2010.    

Having spent much time in graduate school collecting data and realizing the 

benefits of coding roll call votes for the Political Institutions and Public Choice (PIPC) 

program at Duke University
4
, I was not discouraged by daunting task I set for myself.  In 

truth, even though it ended up being more difficult and time intensive than I had 

imagined, I eagerly embraced the challenge.  If data are of interest to scholars and their 

theoretical arguments, the endeavor is worth the energy.  Certainly, we should not restrict 

our claims about political phenomena due to data difficulties; it is one thing if the data are 

simply unavailable, but if it is just a matter of collecting them, it is worth the effort. 

                                                      

4
 For more information, please visit: http://sites.duke.edu/pipc/ 

http://sites.duke.edu/pipc/
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4.2 – Constructing Pools of Potential Candidates: An Exercise in 

Backward Induction 

In order to understand the timing of strategic candidacy decisions, it is necessary 

to examine politicians that decided to enter races, and also those that decided to forgo a 

primary run.  Gathering the names of the former group was straightforward.  For each 

election year, I would start by gathering the names of the candidates that ran in the 

primary races by examining the results in the American Votes series published by CQ 

Press, which provides official returns by state for both primary and general presidential, 

gubernatorial, and congressional contests (Cook 1994).  From these sources, I was also 

able to gather contextual information about each primary race, such as the presence of an 

incumbent in either race, whether or not each primary was open, closed or modified in 

terms of whom could participate, dates of the primary (and runoff) elections, and votes 

cast for each candidate.   

From here, I would begin to work backwards, and first determine when the 

candidates that did run for the primary actually entered the contest.  While gathering data 

for the 2010 race (and in some races in 2008) was enhanced by a number of online 

blogs
5
, the most consistent source for data was the online newspaper archive NewsBank: 

Access World News
6
, accessed through Duke University Libraries in Durham, NC.  As 

                                                      

5
 Some blogs that contained information on candidacy decisions included The Cook Report 

<www.cookpolitical.com>, The Swing State Project <www.swingstateproject.com>, Sabato’s Crystal Ball 

<www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/>, The Senate Guru Blog <www.senateguru.com>, and My Direct 

Democracy <www.mydd.com>.  The data on candidacy decisions was collected from the Spring of 2011 

until the Spring of 2012.  For future data collection that takes place within the first year after the election, 

sources such as these will be helpful, especially with the rise in reputable sources in the blogosphere.   
6
<www.newsbank.com>  

http://www.cookpolitical.com/
http://www.swingstateproject.com/
http://www.centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/
http://www.senateguru.com/
http://www.mydd.com/
http://www.newsbank.com/
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shown in the screenshot in Figure 4.1, the search tool allows users to create unique 

queries and restrict the results (complete and searchable text) to individual states, and if 

desired, specific newspapers.  In the example shown, there are 12 sources available in the 

state of Alaska, including newspapers and transcripts from news broadcasts.  The online 

archive also includes information on the location of each of the sources.  Here, the 

newspapers are from Anchorage and a number of other cities across the state.  Even in a 

sparsely populated state as Alaska, sources were available for the day to day events of the 

decision timeline long before the traditional primary campaign begins. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 - Screenshot of search options through NewsBank 
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For each race, I would rely on the same set of search terms.  For example, I may 

search “Candidate Name” & (“Senate” OR “primary”), or “Murkowski” & “Re-election”.  

By following this strategy for the incumbent and other candidates that were confirmed as 

having run in the primary, I was able to not only uncover information about their 

candidacy announcements, but also mentions of other names that were being discussed as 

potential candidates, which in turn would added to the list of names that I would query.  

While initially concerned about how I would be able to find individuals that did not end 

up entering a race, soon after the data collection process began, my fears were mitigated 

and the pools of potential candidates began to fill up.  While these statewide races may 

not receive coverage from national news outlets, especially in the earliest stages of the 

campaign, state and local journalists covered these races with great attention.  While the 

coverage of candidacy announcements was normally quite in depth, announcements on 

when individuals took their names out of the race were slightly more difficult to uncover 

and sometimes required more time consuming searches.  Still, more often than not, I was 

unable to uncover when potential candidates took their name out of consideration.  In 

some situations, I was able to find evidence that indirectly showed that the individual 

would not be running for the Senate.  For example, if a member of a state legislature was 

mentioned as a potential candidate for the Senate, but then decided to run for the US 

House instead, it was assumed and coded as a decision to not run for the Senate.     
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When searching for announcements, I focused most of my attention on the 

election year, and the year prior to the election year
7
, but I did not restrict the search 

parameters to these dates just in case announcements were made even earlier.  While this 

happened rarely, some of these were uncovered by searching for articles using the 

incumbents name and “re-election”, “re-election”, “another term” or searching for the 

specific term number that the incumbent would be running for (e.g. “Byrd” “sixth term”).  

As discussed in Chapter 6, over 97 percent of candidacy decisions were made between 

January 1
st
 of the year prior to the election year and the filing deadline.  If this window 

were to be stretched back to the previous Election Day, 99 percent of decisions were 

covered.   

4.3 – Assumptions of Data Collection Strategy  

In theory, there exists a true pool of potential candidates for each race. In 

undertaking this strategy for data collection, a major assumption made is that the pool of 

potential candidates that I construct is equivalent to this true pool.  In other words, I am 

assuming that I have identified every candidate that is even somewhat interested in a 

particular race.  This assumption is certainly prone to criticism, yet I believe it has several 

benefits.  In making such a claim, I can argue that I have captured all of the individuals 

that may influence or be influenced by other potential candidates.  If potential candidates 

were missing, my inferences could be biased.  Certainly, local journalists are much more 

in tune with a race than I, and as professional journalists, they have an incentive to report 

                                                      

7
 If I was collecting potential candidates for the 2010 election, I would focus my attention mainly on the 

period after January 1, 2009. 
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with accuracy.
8
  Knowing that my method of data collection and this assumption could 

raise some doubts, I took additional care when gathering data and meticulously recorded 

links to all candidacy announcements I uncovered.   

In some cases, I could construct a pool of potential candidates in a half hour, 

especially if an incumbent ran unopposed and there was little interest in even considering 

a challenge.  In other situations, I would spend an entire afternoon combing through 

hundreds of articles about a particular primary race trying to sort out all the potential 

candidates and their eventual decisions.  In these situations, the search was a giant puzzle 

that I was determined to finish.  As discussed in more detail in the substantive chapters 

that follow, this process had the benefits of hundreds of intensive case studies as I waded 

through the very detailed coverage of the each race.  At the same time, the data gathered 

became part of a comprehensive dataset quantitative analysis on a much larger scale.  

Given the time and emphasis placed on completeness and accuracy, I am very confident 

that the pool of candidates for each race closely mirrors the theoretical (true) pool.  While 

my method may still be prone to criticism, it is an improvement over the methods used by 

                                                      

8
 Of course, there is a difference between an opinion piece on potential candidates and quote from a 

potential candidate expressing interest in a race.  More often than not, journalists backed up their stories 

with evidence directly from either a potential candidate or someone close to them.  For example, shortly 

after an election, journalists may start to speculate on the election two years in the future.  As best I could, I 

tried to avoid taking random speculation for the naming of credible candidates.  If anything, I would look 

for additional stories on these individuals before adding them to the pool.  My concerns are somewhat 

mitigated in the fact that most credible candidates would be covered in numerous places over the campaign, 

and not simply be the thoughts of an imaginative journalist.  Also, if a person was named by a journalist 

that had no interest considering the race, that individual would often make a public statement ending such 

speculation by the public and other candidates; therefore, these individuals still play a role in understanding 

the race. 
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other scholars that make ad hoc decisions to restrict potential candidates to only certain 

offices.    

If there are any systematic errors in the data collection process, it would most 

likely lie with the least experienced potential challengers that never received coverage by 

the media.  But remember, the online archive includes not only major newspapers, but 

also smaller, local papers.  As anyone that is from a small town will tell you, stories about 

the local soccer mom or high school civics teacher that is contemplating a political 

campaign are big news.  If a person was missed by one local paper, they may very well 

be covered by another paper.  This is another advantage of focusing on Senate races, as a 

state will be covered by numerous media outlets.  These lesser known potential 

candidates are also the individuals that I argue are the least likely to influence the 

decisions of more experienced candidates.  At the same time, it is not that these types of 

potential candidates were completely absent from the data collected.  As discussed in 

Chapter 5, there are hundreds of potential candidates with no electoral experience that do 

receive coverage even though they never emerged as actual candidates.   

Another important assumption is that if a person is in the potential pool of 

candidates at any point of the race, I assume that they are in the pool of candidates for 

the entire decision/electoral timeline.  I believe journalists can accurately report when a 

candidate enters a race.  I also believe that they can identify potential candidates; 

however, I do not believe they can be perfectly accurate in reporting when a potential 

candidate begins considering a particular race.  By allowing individuals to start in the 

potential candidate pool from the beginning of the electoral timeline, I am mitigating 
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some of the lag in coverage that is possible when covering these ongoing decisions.
9
  I 

am also confident in the legitimacy of this assumption given the work of Jennifer Lawless 

(2012) and the concept of nascent ambition.  In arguing that ambition is a two-step 

process, she posits that there is a difference between having ambition to run for political 

office and the ambition to run for a particular office.  Some individuals may have nascent 

ambition long before they actually jump into a particular race.  As a result, it is unlikely 

that the potential candidates I uncover formed their ambition overnight. 

A final assumption is necessary due to data constraints.  Implicitly, I am assuming 

that all candidates in the pool have approximately the same level of interest in a race.  In 

other words, it a challenge to differentiate between someone that is somewhat interested 

in possibly running, and someone that is extremely interested in running.  While this is 

often clear as I investigate certain races, it is difficult to do in a systematic way.  Trying 

to quantify this level of interest may do more harm than good.  An effort has been made 

to differentiate between types of individuals that declined to enter a race.  In the dataset, I 

do separate those politicians that announced that he or she would not be running for the 

Senate from those that were discussed but never formally announced their intention not to 

run.  If the filing deadline occurs and a potential candidate has not announced hir or her  

intentions, it is obvious that that person will not run.  However, it may be that the reason 

no announcement was made is that they were never actually interested in the seat in the 

                                                      

9
 This is only a problem when the first report about a particular name is an actual candidacy announcement.  

In these cases, I do not believe these announcements are simultaneous with when this politician started 

considering the race.  I’m assuming that time goes in to all decisions.   
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first place.  In sum, I am able to split non-candidates by those that actually announced 

their intentions not to run from those that missed the filing deadline. 

 

4.4 – Brief Summary of Data  

 While the substantive chapters will go into additional detail regarding various 

aspects of the data, it is worth briefly presenting the vast scope of this dataset.  As shown 

in Table 4.1, it includes 611 individual primary races from 1994 through 2010, which 

accounts for 3,321 total potential candidates.  Over 57% of these individuals entered a 

primary race, while the remaining 1,400 declined to run.  On average, the pool of 

potential candidates includes almost 5.5 people.  Just over three candidates entered the 

average race while just over two individuals declined to run.  The largest pool of 

prospective office seekers occurred in a 2010 special election in Georgia when I 

identified 30 individuals contemplating a run for the open seat once occupied by the late 

Paul Coverdell (R-GA).  The highest number of candidates to declare for a Senate 

primary race occurred twice, first, in the 2006 Maryland Democratic primary, and again 

in the 2010 blanket primary in Washington.  In both cases, 19 candidates vied for the 

nomination.   
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Table 4.1 - Summary of Data at Primary Level (1994-2010 Senate Races) 

 

Avg # in 

Pool

Avg # 

Declared

Avg # 

Declined

All Primary Races (n=611) 5.41 3.12 2.29

Races w/ Open Seat (n=128) 9.61 4.53 5.08

Primary Race Against INC (n=247) 2.67 2.06 0.61

Primaries w/ INC likely in General (n=236) 6.03 3.45 2.58

Totals 3,321 1,911 1,410  

 Not surprisingly, whether or not an incumbent is running significantly alters the 

pool of potential candidate.   About one out of every five races is for an open seat.  For 

these races, the average size of the pool of interested individuals was nearly ten strong.   

Just under half of these individuals become candidates.  It is also interesting to note that 

the pool of potential candidates varies depending on whether the primary includes an 

incumbent as opposed to a primary where the winner likely to face an incumbent in the 

general election; it appears that potential candidates are more excited to enter races when 

they do not have to immediately take on an incumbent. 

 

4.5 – The 2010 Race for Senate in Florida 

Table 4.2 shows a timeline of notable events leading up to the primary elections 

in Florida in 2010.  Interest in the seat piqued immediately after Mel Martinez (R-FL) 

announced his retirement in December of 2008.  Congressman Kendrick Meek (D-FL-17) 

was the first to enter the race.  Not long after, several candidates decided against making 

a run.  In the Democratic primary, two quality candidates entered the race in May of 
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2009, and not surprisingly, other potential candidates bowed out soon after.  In both 

primaries, several low quality candidates decided to enter the race right before the filing 

deadline, apparently not intimidated by the quality of competition.  

It seems as though higher quality candidates entered the races early on hoping to 

dissuade others from running as they built up their campaign organization.  While this 

table shows just two primary races out of the 611 included in the complete dataset, these 

races offer the first evidence for the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions.  In the 

following four chapters, this theory is analyzed more systematically as hypotheses are 

developed and rigorously tested.    
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Table 4.2 - Notable Events in Florida primaries for the US Senate (2010) 

Democratic Primary Timeline (FL-2010)

Date Event

12/2/2008 Mel Martinez (R-FL) announces he will not seek another term

12/2/2008 Jim Naugle, Ft. Lauderdale Mayor, takes name out of consideration

12/2/2008 US Rep Wasserman-Shultz takes name out of consideration

1/6/2009 Florida's CFO states that he is not interested in running for the US Senate

1/13/2009 US Rep Kendrick Meek throws hat into ring

1/16/2009 State Senator Dan Gelber takes name out of consideration

1/28/2009 US Rep Allen Boyd announces he will not pursue the seat

2/16/2009 N. Miami Mayor Kevin Burns will not seek seat

4/14/2009 Frank Sanchez, part of Obama's Hispanic Outreach team, will not seek the Senate seat

5/11/2009 Tampa Mayor Pam Iorio will not seek seat

5/22/2009 US Rep Ron Klein states he won't seek the Senate seat

6/4/2009 State Senator Dave Aronberg announces he will not run for the Senate seat

8/7/2009 Martinez announced he would resign as soon as Gov. Crist appointed a replacement

8/29/2009 Crist appints confidant George LeMieux to Senate, leaving open his own chances in 2010

8/31/2009 Frequent candidate Joe Allen, announces he will seek the governorship, thus not the Senate

10/7/2009 Maurice Ferre, fmr Miami Mayor enters the race

4/30/2010 Glenn Burkett, and educator and fmr gov. candidate, is reported to be running in the primary

4/30/2010 Billionaire Jeff Greene is first reported as a candidate on the filing deadline

4/30/2010 Filing deadline

Republican Primary Timeline (FL-2010)

Date Event

12/2/2008 Mel Martinez (R-FL) announces he will not seek another term

1/6/2009 Fmr Governor Jeb Bush is not interested in running for Senate

1/28/2009 Florida Attorney General, Bill McCollum won't run for the Senate

2/9/2009 Fmr US Rep and tv host, Joe Scarborough won't run for Senate

3/18/2009 Fmr House candidate Marion Thorpe won't run for the Senate

4/2/2009 US Mack writes letter to Crist and says he won't, but will support Crist should he

5/5/2009 Marco Rubio, fmr Speaker in the State House, enters race

5/11/2009 Governor Crist announces run for Senate seat

5/12/2009 US Rep Vern Buchanan won't run for the Senate

5/19/2009 Jeff Atwater, president of the State Senate, won't seek the Senate seat

6/7/2009 Fmr US Senator Bob Smith is not interested in running again

6/25/2009 US Rep Jeff Miller won't seek Senate seat

8/7/2009 Martinez announced he would resign as soon as Gov. Crist appointed a replacement

8/29/2009 Crist appints confidant George LeMieux to Senate, leaving open his own chances in 2010

9/19/2009 Rick Baker, Mayor of St. Petersberg, takes name out of consideration

2/11/2010 US Rep L. Diaz-Balart announces retirement to return to private sector

2/11/2010 US Rep M. Diza-Balart will run for brother's seat, thus won't be in Senate race

3/1/2010 Real estate agent William Kogut enters the race

4/28/2010 Crist leaves Republican primary to run as Independent

4/30/2010 First report that physician William Escoffery will run for the Senate

4/30/2010 US Rep Ginny Brown-Waite won't seek reelection or run for the Senate due to health issues

4/30/2010 Filing deadline

*Other candidates that were said to be interested in the seat but never made any announcement of their intentions for or against 

candidacy include Fmr US Rep, Jim Davis, former FL Attorney General nominee Buddy Dyer, and former State Senator and 

gubernatorial candidate Rod Smith

*Other candidates that were said to be interested in the seat but never made any announcement of their intentions for or against 

candidacy include US Rep Ander Crenshaw, State House Majority Leader Adam Hasner, US Rep John Mica, Fmr State Senator Tom 

Walsh and Fmr Speaker of the State House Dan Webster

NOTE: Shaded cells represent events where a candidate enters the race
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“The health of any democratic system depends on political ambition to generate a steady 

supply of quality candidates for office.”  

-Maestas et. al (2006) 

 

Chapter 5 - Candidate Quality and Success in Primary 

Elections 
 

Regardless of the jurisdiction, in the eyes of casual observers of politics the 

typical election pits two candidates against one another.  In the fall of 2012, all eyes 

rested on the battle between former Governor Mitt Romney and President Obama.  In 

North Carolina, tar heels were also concerned with the race to replace Governor Bev 

Purdue between former Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory and Lt. Governor Walter Dalton.  

After the 2010 redistricting, Duke University found a new home in North Carolina’s 1
st
 

Congressional District, where the outcome was all but a formality, with incumbent GK 

Butterfield a significant favorite over Republican challenger Pete DiLauro.   

Scholars are well aware of the dynamics of these elections.  For example, in 

national elections, economic conditions are key as many voters retrospectively evaluate 

the incumbent (Fiorina 1978).  In state level races, although governors and senators are 

linked to the president via party label, there is some evidence that voters do differentiate 

between the “functional responsibilities” of each in terms of the health of the economy at 

the state and national level (Carsey and Wright 1998).  In congressional races, the role of 

incumbency is significant especially in terms of money and challenger deterrence 

(Mayhew 1974, Box-Steffensmeier 1996, Cox and Katz 1996, Jacobson 2008).  At the 
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same time, money is a critical factor for challengers and candidates for open seat 

elections (Abramowitz 1988). 

Although the typical and most discussed elections may involve just two 

candidates, most candidates must overcome a primary election in order to compete on 

Election Day.  More often than not, these races involve more than two participants, which 

present a number of challenges.  For the politicians, it is difficult to wage a campaign on 

multiple fronts, especially when there is likely to be more policy agreement during these 

races than in the general election.  As they try to improve their name recognition, primary 

candidates must compete for a limited number of resources such as money, 

endorsements, and media attention.  For political scientists, races with multiple 

candidates are an analytic nightmare, as multiple equilibrium patterns are possible 

(Denzau, et al. 1985, Cox 1987), although some attempts have been made to better 

understand this process by considering multi-party races (Cox 1990, Adams 1999, Merrill 

and Adams 2002).  The research on understanding primary elections has mostly focused 

on presidential races.  While the median voter theorem would suggest that candidates 

converge together where a majority of voters lie (Black 1948, Downs 1957), formal 

treatments of multi-candidate primary races show that moderates may be at a 

disadvantage in their ability to compete with more extreme candidates (Brams 1978).   

Joslyn (1976) considered the role that decision rules play in multi-candidate 

campaigns, and specifically analyzed the fight for the presidential nomination in the 

Democratic Party in 1972.  Aldrich (1980c, 1980b) underscored the dynamics of the 

nomination battle and the role that momentum can play long before the convention takes 
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place.  Cohen and colleagues (2008) expand the idea of the invisible primary in their 

work, arguing that party insiders have continued to flex their muscles and had significant 

influence over who becomes the nominee.   

Others have focused on how voters make decisions in these multi-candidate 

presidential primaries.  For example, Abramowitz (1989) focuses on the decisions of 

voters and tests three different models – simple preference model, a bandwagon model, 

and an expected utility model.  He finds that primary voters from both parties follow the 

expected utility model calculation and do give some weight to the electability of the 

candidate in the general election.   

This project is concerned with the early stages of senatorial primaries in much the 

same way that others have been interested in presidential primaries (Aldrich 1980; Cohen 

et al 2008).  But even before party officials get too involved in the contest, candidates and 

potential candidates position themselves in an effort to influence the decisions of one 

another.   As argued in Chapter 3, this involves candidates hoarding resources and trying 

to increase the uncertainty of other politicians that may be considering jumping into a 

race.  Using electoral experience as a measure of strength, different politicians vary in 

their ability to influence the decisions of other potential candidates.  For example, an 

incumbent Senator has enough power that may affect the decisions of a lowly city council 

member, whereas the opposite is much less likely to be true.    

But how is one to measure the clout of candidates, or in the context of this study, 

the influence wielded over the decisions of other potential candidates?  Many scholars 

have worked to understand the recipe for “quality candidates”, whether in terms of 
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electoral experience, the ability to raise money, or personal characteristics; complicating 

the matter is the fact that these concepts are intertwined in a web of causal arrows.   

The most common measure of candidate quality is a dichotomous indicator of 

whether or not a candidate currently or previously has held electoral office (Rohde 1979, 

Bianco 1984, Bond, et al. 1985, Born 1986, Jacobson 2008).  While some admit to the 

bluntness of this measure (Carson, et al. 2007), there is value to having a straightforward 

measure for the sake of constructing parsimonious models.  In addition, the difficulty of 

determining an objective hierarchy of electoral experience raises concern if a more 

complex measurement scheme is used. 

The value of electoral experience manifests itself in several ways.  Among the 

most notable is the ability of seasoned politicians to raise money.  Numerous studies on 

challenger quality and candidate emergence in Senate elections have stressed that even 

more so than in House races, fundraising ability is of utmost importance, both for 

incumbents preventing challengers from entering, but also for challengers that hope to 

mount a competitive campaign (Squire 1989a, 1991, 1992, Squire and Smith 1996, 

Adams and Squire 1997). 

Others argue that personality characteristics may be a sign of candidate quality.  

Candidates with likeable personalities can attract attention, especially when an opponent 

is noticeably lacking in this characteristic.  A common example is the stark difference in 

the appearance between Jack Kennedy and Richard Nixon in the first debate of the 1960 

presidential contest.  In much the same way, the contrast between a youthful Barack 

Obama and an aging Senator McCain was noticeable to many, especially to young voters 
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that would be voting for the first time.  In thinking of congressional election, Krasno and 

Green (1988) consider attractiveness, along with political skill, to be a key component of 

measuring candidate quality.  While political skill can be seen in one’s ability to organize 

and conduct an effective campaign, they see attractiveness to include a range of factors, 

such as the appearance of being qualified for an office due to educational or office 

experience, familiarity in terms of name recognition, or even one’s physical appearance.  

Using measures of skill and attractiveness, they develop an index of quality from 0-7, and 

test the effect of national and local forces on the quality level of candidates that choose to 

run for congressional races.  While the results are intriguing, the question remains to what 

advantage, if any, complex measures of quality have over the simple dichotomous 

measure. 

But just as Senate and House elections differ, there are also fundamental 

differences between general and primary contests.  Some have described primary 

elections as “poorly designed lotteries” (Brady 1994).  This case is fleshed out by Cooper 

and Munger (2000) who use simulations equations to demonstrate the fact that in multi-

candidate races, it is entirely possible for almost any candidate, regardless of their 

extremity, to win (Tullock 1967).  In the eyes of the average voter in the general 

electorate, this may be true, as names just appear on the ballot, and little attention is paid 

to the primary election system that placed them there.  Especially in the context of 

presidential nominating campaigns, many have argued that this process of winnowing is 

random (Smith 1992, Cook 1994).  The theory outlined in Chapter 3 argues that the 

absence or presence of certain candidates in primary races can be understood in a 
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systematic way by investigating the political context surrounding the race, the electoral 

experience of potential candidates, and the strategic timing of candidacy decisions.   

 

5.1 – Identifying Candidate (and Potential Candidate) Quality  

5.1.1 – Several Hypotheses 

Before investigating the impact that strategic timing of candidacy plays on 

shaping the final slate of candidates that run in senatorial primaries, it is important to 

investigate how candidate quality affects success in primary elections.  While it seems 

intuitive that higher quality candidates would be more successful in primary elections, 

this new comprehensive dataset provides opportunities to test this claim with a variety of 

measures.  Although it contains data on both potential and declared candidates, this 

chapter will focus on the latter, and test several hypotheses related to achieving success in 

primary elections.   

For the remainder of this chapter, I will abandon the term “quality” when 

referring to candidates or potential candidates, as it lends itself to a subjective and 

qualitative concept.  Rather, I will discuss more objectively measureable concepts. I 

operationalize success in primary campaigns in two different ways: first, success in the 

pure electoral sense.  A successful campaign occurs when a candidate wins a primary 

election.  Second, I consider fundraising success.  Using these simply concepts and new 

data, this chapter will investigate the following hypotheses: 
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H1a: Holding all else constant, more experienced candidates will have a 

higher probability of winning a primary election than less experienced 

candidates.  

 

H1b: More experienced candidates will raise more funds during the early 

primary campaign than less experienced candidates, ceteris paribus. 

 

H2a: The presence of an open seat race (no incumbent running) will have 

a negative impact on the probability of individual challengers to win a 

primary race, c.p.   

 

H2b: The presence of an open seat race will have a negative impact on the 

ability of challengers to raise funds prior to the primary election, c.p.   

 

H3a: Earlier entry in to races increases the probability of winning the 

primary as compared to later entry, c.p. 

 

H3b: Earlier entry in to races increases the amount of funds raised by 

candidates as compared to the funds raised by candidates that entered the 

race later, c.p. 

 

The logic for these hypotheses flows from the Theory of Strategic Candidacy 

Decisions.  As stated in H1a, candidates with more experience have a higher chance of 

success than those with less experience.  First off, candidates that have held elected office 

previously have already faced an electorate and likely faced competitive elections.  

Experienced candidates are more likely to be able to craft a winning campaign strategy 

and build an organization to implement that strategy.  These individuals will also be more 

likely to be familiar to the electorate, though this will vary based off the current district 

that they serve.  For these reasons, political activists, donors (H1b), and the media that 

are following a particular race will see experienced candidates as a better investment.  

After all, no one wants to back a losing horse.  At the same time, I am not arguing that 

inexperienced candidates cannot find electoral or fundraising success, just that on 
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average, they are less likely to find the same levels of success when compared to more 

experienced candidates. 

At first blush, open seat races seem to give candidates vying for a seat a better 

chance of success, but it is important to note that the field of candidates that emerge to 

take on an incumbent will be very different from a field that emerges in an open seat race.  

As Carson (2005) points out, it is also important that scholars consider the strength of the 

incumbent when analyzing candidate emergence.  Open seats often occur when 

incumbents decide to retire, and some make that choice if they are vulnerable.  These 

opportunities open up the floodgates to quality competition that may have otherwise sat 

on the sideline, but some of these eager politicians may not realize that without an 

incumbent present, the field of candidates in an open seat race may still be very strong.  

As Banks and Kiewiet (1989) find, some candidates will actually maximize their chances 

for success in taking on an incumbent rather than waiting for an open seat race.  Because 

more candidates with higher levels of experience and campaign resources emerge in these 

types of races, I predict (H2a) that challengers will actually have a lower probability of 

success in open seat races.  Along the same line of thought, the financial resources will be 

stretched thin in a large field, so fundraising success will also be muted in these races 

(H2b).       

 The final two hypotheses deal with the impact of the timing of entry into races on 

the prospects for electoral (H3a) and fundraising (H3b) success.  When candidates have 

more time to campaign, the best candidates are able to use their skills to avoid 

competition and defeat the current competition, all while raising money for the primary 
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and general elections.  As is argued in the next chapter, highly experienced candidates 

know the potential of their campaign and are more likely to enter races earlier than less 

experienced candidates.  Those that enter a race later in the decision timeline will have 

less time to build a winning campaign and target donors, who might also be weary of 

pouring resources into a risky investment.  

5.1.2 – Data on Candidate Experience and Fundraising 

5.1.2.1 – Candidate Experience and Rate of Entering Primary Races 

As discussed in Chapter 4, I recorded data on the electoral experience for each 

potential candidate.  By disaggregating experience into numerous categories, it is still 

possible to use the most common measure of a quality candidate – whether or not 

someone has held elected office, while also considering other specifications.  While I 

recorded as much information as possible on previous experience, my focus was on the 

most recent office held for two reasons.  First, given the upward opportunity structure of 

offices, more often than not, the most recent office held was the most prestigious.   

Second, voters and other relevant actors would be most familiar with the most recent 

office.  

While the dichotomous measure of experience is the most common in the 

literature, studies have focused predominantly on US House races and the general 

election.  It may be inappropriate to lump all congressional elections together.  We know 

that Senate elections are more competitive than House races as they attract challengers 

that are more experienced and greater ability to gather the resources necessary to mount a 
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competitive campaign.  While a sizeable number of House seats are unchallenged, the 

more heterogeneous state-wide electorate allows most Senate seats to be competitive 

(Jacobson 2008).  While a dichotomous measure may be more helpful in House races, it 

may not be as appropriate for a race that draws many more elected officials.  In order to 

test the hypotheses above, I employ several different categorizations of electoral 

experience.  

Table 5.1 shows the complete list of 43 categories of experience (in alphabetical 

order).  Important distinctions are made between individuals that are current versus 

former officeholders.  While some of these categories were influenced by the coding 

scheme utilized by the Change and Continuity series (Abramson, et al.), there are 

numerous additions.  For example, I include categories for party officials, such as state 

party chairs or even county level officers.  These individuals may not have held an 

elected position, yet such experience could be helpful in mounting a campaign that may 

eventually rely heavily on party resources. In another example, officials having served in 

a presidential administration, possibly as an advisor or a cabinet official would also have 

marketable experience, even though they were never elected.  On a few occasions, 

bureaucrats were listed as potential candidate, so these were coded depending on whether 

they worked on the state or federal level.   

Scholars have long recognized that sometimes non-elected officials could have 

great appeal to voters thanks to their celebrity status (Canon 1990).  Using the admittedly 

subjective distinction between major (nationally known) or minor (known around a state), 

I put these individuals in two categories, though I tried best to glean their appeal using 
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the context available in newspaper accounts.  One last new set of categories includes 

members of prominent political families.
1
  Even if an individual has never served in an 

elected position, there is no doubt that a Kennedy from New England will have a 

significant amount of name recognition.  In much the same way, spouses of former 

presidents or members of Congress will also have appeal to voters that analysts should 

account for.  While I do not plan to test the comparative advantage or disadvantage for 

every level of experience, it is nice to have such detail in this measurement.  Later, I 

combine some of these groups into tiers of experience to test just how beneficial different 

levels of experience can be in achieving electoral and fundraising success.     

                                                      

1
 There are three variables for political families including an individual from the “same” generation, such as 

a spouse or a sibling of a prominent politician.  I also coded if the potential candidate was one or two 

generations removed from a notable politician, such as a child or a grandchild (“once” and “twice” 

removed). 
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Table 5.1 - Experience Levels of Potential Senate Candidates, 1994-2010 

ambassodor 2 0.1% 0 0%

current city council 17 0.5% 12 71% 0 0%

current congressional staff 1 0.0% 1 100% 1 100%

current district attorney 10 0.3% 2 20% 0 0%

current judge 12 0.4% 2 17% 0 0%

current mayor 73 2.2% 18 25% 6 33%

current other local office 70 2.1% 23 33% 3 13%

current pres cabinet 6 0.2% 0 0%

current state leg/rep 134 4.0% 62 46% 21 34%

current state office (non-Gov) 189 5.7% 65 34% 31 48%

current state senate 165 5.0% 76 46% 24 32%

current US House 378 11.4% 97 26% 70 72%

current US Senate (inc) 306 9.2% 243 79% 237 98%

current WH staff/advisor 1 0.0% 0 0%

fmr ambassodor 7 0.2% 3 43% 1 33%

fmr city council 5 0.2% 5 100% 2 40%

fmr congressional staff 10 0.3% 5 50% 2 40%

fmr district attorney 2 0.1% 0 0%

fmr Gov 57 1.7% 16 28% 10 63%

fmr judge 3 0.1% 2 67% 0 0%

fmr mayor 24 0.7% 13 54% 3 23%

fmr non-elec federal employee 7 0.2% 5 71% 0 0%

fmr non-elec st employee 4 0.1% 2 50% 0 0%

fmr other local 19 0.6% 16 84% 2 13%

fmr party official 13 0.4% 4 31% 1 25%

fmr state leg/rep 52 1.6% 29 56% 6 21%

fmr state senate 50 1.5% 25 50% 10 40%

fmr statewide office (non-Gov) 53 1.6% 16 30% 7 44%

fmr US House 100 3.0% 36 36% 15 42%

Fmr VP 2 0.1% 0 0%

former pres cabinet 6 0.2% 2 33% 2 100%

former US Senate 28 0.8% 7 25% 3 43%

former WH staff/adv 13 0.4% 6 46% 3 50%

Gov 63 1.9% 13 21% 10 77%

major figure 9 0.3% 1 11% 1 100%

minor figure 25 0.8% 7 28% 0 0%

None 1326 39.9% 1067 80% 108 10%

Non-elec fed Gov 3 0.1% 0 0%

Non-elec st Gov 9 0.3% 3 33% 1 33%

party official 31 0.9% 10 32% 4 40%

political familty (once) 18 0.5% 8 44% 5 63%

political family (same) 14 0.4% 5 36% 3 60%

political family (twice) 4 0.1% 4 100% 4 100%

Totals 3321 100.0% 1911 58% 596 31%

Primary 

Win
Win PctExperience Total %  of Pool Declared

Declare 

Rate

 

 Table 5.1 includes all categories of experience for over 3,300 potential candidates 

in my dataset that spans nine election years.  As shown in the column “Declare Rate”, 

almost 3 out of every 5 potential candidates eventually make themselves available to the 



 

71 

electorate by announcing their candidacy.  Of those that declared, just under a third went 

on to win the primary election.  Depending on the level of experience, the “Declare Rate” 

and the “Winning Percentage” varies greatly.  A few notable levels of experience are 

highlighted in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 - Selected Levels of Experience of Potential Senate Candidates 

US Senate (inc) 306 9% 79% 98%

US House 378 11% 26% 72%

fmr US House 100 3% 36% 42%

Gov 63 2% 21% 77%

fmr Gov 57 2% 28% 63%

statewide office 189 6% 34% 48%

fmr statewide 53 2% 30% 44%

state senate 165 5% 46% 32%

fmr st senate 50 2% 50% 40%

state rep 134 4% 46% 34%

fmr st rep 52 2% 56% 21%

none 1326 40% 80% 10%

Totals 3321 100% 58% 31%

Total
% of 

Pool

Declare 

Rate
Win Pct

 

 Looking over all the races, 9% of the pool of potential candidates is made up of 

incumbent senators.  Not surprisingly given previous research and the nature of the 

opportunity structure in the United States (Schlesinger 1966, Rohde 1979), the largest 

contingent of potential candidates that have held elected positions are members of the US 

House.  These politicians make up 11% of the pool of potential candidates for Senate 

primaries.  With a total of 1,326 individuals, those without any type of relevant 

experience make up the most significant portion of the pool of candidates (about 40%).   
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 Depending on the level of experience held, politicians vary in how likely they are 

to move from the pool of potential candidates to actually declaring for a race.  Just under 

80% of incumbent senators decide to run for re-election, while about 1 in 5 opt for 

retirement (Chapter 8 investigates the strategic nature of retirements in more detail).  In 

comparing the “Declare Rate” (in Table 5.2) between those with more prestigious levels 

of experience (members of Congress or governors) with those with less prestigious 

electoral positions (like state legislators), those with higher levels of experience are more 

selective in the decision to enter a primary race.  While US House members and 

governors enter races at a rate of 26% and 21%, respectively, state legislators enter in 

almost 1 out of every 2 circumstances (46%).  Even when looking at the 5 categories 

highlighted here, 4 of them (excluding statewide offices) show an interesting trend.  

Former officeholders emerge at a rate that is higher than the current officeholders.  For 

example, former members of the US House declare at a rate that is 10 points higher than 

current members of the US House (36%-26%).  Thinking in terms of campaign potential 

and uncertainty, on one hand current officeholders have more potential in their campaign 

as they are currently “in the game”, but at the same time, this is mitigated by the 

uncertainty involved with giving up a current position for just a chance of reaching higher 

office.
2
  Former officeholders have some experience, though not as recent, but less 

uncertainty as they are not forced to give up a seat to vie for the Senate primary.   

                                                      

2
 Of course, in some circumstances, running for higher office may not require a candidate to give up the 

possibility of returning to the previous position if he is not elected, such as was the case with Paul Ryan run 

for Vice President in the 2012. 
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5.1.2.2 – Candidate Experience and Winning Primary Races 

We know that strategic politicians think carefully about their odds of success in 

future contests before making career decisions (Jacobson and Kernell 1983), especially if 

running for one office requires abandoning another.   Ideally, politicians would only give 

up a safe seat to run for higher office if doing so resulted in winning.  For example, if a 

member of the House runs for the Senate and loses, we can conclude one of two things.   

Either that member miscalculated the odds of winning (through his own fault or some 

events out of his control) , or that member knew the odds were against him but he had 

other reasons for running besides just winning, such as gaining electoral experience or 

name recognition that could be parlayed into future races.  As one has more experience in 

running campaigns, predicting one’s own success should become easier.  Therefore, high 

levels of experience should be met not only with more selectivity in which races to enter, 

but given the stakes, more experienced politicians should have a high probability of 

winning the races they choose to enter.   

Looking back at the data presented in Table 5.2, there is some evidence for this 

expectation.  Even in highly competitive Senate races, 98% of incumbents go on to win 

their party’s primary.  While members of the House delegation and state governors are 

both very selective in the races they enter, when they do throw their hats into the ring, 

they are successful in roughly three out of every four attempts.  As you move down the 

chart to lower levels of experience, politicians are more likely to enter races, but also 

more likely to be defeated.  The most eager to participate in Senate primaries are 

candidates without any notable experience (electoral or otherwise), and not surprisingly, 
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these individuals are the least likely to win, with only 10% going on to win the party 

nomination.   

If Wayne Gretzky was a political scientist, he would say, “you lose 100% of the 

races you don’t enter!”  Clearly, winning these primary races is not the only reason 

individuals enter them, especially for those with lesser (or no) experience.  We would 

imagine those with the most to lose would be the most conservative in their decision to 

run for higher office.  Unfortunately, this may mean that some politicians that the 

electorate may prefer never make themselves available as candidates, which could have 

important implications for representations.  Even though 75% of the US House members 

and governors that decided to run were victorious, the outcome of the race is far from 

certain, and some may decide it is not worth the gamble.  Besides, this does not even take 

into account the odds of winning the general election.  Considering that those politicians 

with lesser experience have an even smaller chance of victory, one may ask why any 

politician would give up an office to run for another?  At the same time, it is important to 

remember that politicians lose elections, yet they live to fight another day, and possibly 

for another office.  Former officeholders do see moderate success in winning primary 

races, especially former governors (who win 63% of the primaries they enter).   

Occasionally, politicians may have an inflated sense of self-worth.  As echoed in 

a recent article on Real Clear Politics, the popular conception is that many politicians are 

callous and power hungry.  The article combats this claim with a quote from the late 

Robert Kennedy: “I am not ruthless.  And if I find the man who is calling me ruthless, I 

shall destroy him.” (Gerson 2012).  While politicians may have great ambitions and 
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experience that assist them in gauging their chances of success in a given race, it is also 

common for office seekers to be overly confident in their chances of electoral success.  

After working tirelessly and confidently only to finish fourth in a four-way primary race 

for Congress, L. Sandy Maisel discussed his experience in From Obscurity to Oblivion: 

Running in the Congressional Primary. “Given the emotional, physical, and financial toll 

of the campaign, a toll that I paid and that I asked many others to pay for me, the 

experience is one I could easily have forgone had I known the conclusion in advance” 

(1982, 1).   

 

5.1.2.3 – Candidate Experience and Fundraising in Primary Races 

Using reports from the Federal Elections Commission (FEC), I gathered 

information on fundraising and expenditures for candidates from the 2000-2010 races.
3
  

The most consistent source for fundraising information for Senate races are the pre-

primary election reports that the principal campaign committee for each candidate must 

file “no later than the 12
th

 day before” the election (The Federal Election Commission 

§434)
4
.  Using these reports, I recorded the “Total Receipts” and “Total Disbursements” 

(Lines 16 and 22, respectively) for each principal campaign committee for the “Election 

Cycle to Date”. Figure 5.1 and 5.2 show sections of a pre-primary report from the 

principal campaign committee for Charlie Crist (FL) in 2010.  Receipts may be 

                                                      

3
 In the future, I would like to add fundraising data from the previous there elections to match the other data 

I have collected, but for this projected I limited my collection to online records of the FEC. 
4
 For additional information, please visit: http://www.fec.gov/law/feca/feca.pdf  

http://www.fec.gov/law/feca/feca.pdf
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contributions from individuals, political action committees, political party committees, or 

the committees of other candidates.  Also included are transfers from other authorized 

committees of the candidate as well as loans to the candidate.   Disbursements represent 

spending on operations, transfers to other committees, loan repayments, and refunds to 

contributors.   
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Figure 5.1 - Total Receipts - Charlie Crist for US Senate (2010) 
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Figure 5.2 - Total Disbursements - Charlie Crist for US Senate (2010) 

 While I collected data on receipts and disbursements, my focus here will mainly 

be on total receipts.  After all, the report that I am using takes place prior to the primary 

election and there is still time for candidates to spend additional funds at the very end of 

the campaign.  In addition, candidates may save money for the general election, 

especially if they are confident of a primary win.  While it is not always the case, total 

receipts are very closely related with total disbursements.  Looking over all candidates, 

the correlation coefficient is .9168, although there is variation in this relationship over 

different levels of experience.  For example, candidates with no relevant experience are 

much more likely to spend nearly all of their funds leading up to the primary (r=.988). 
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Those with more experience and a higher perception of their chances of victory in the 

primary are more likely to hold on to some money to use for the general election 

campaign (Incumbent US Senators r=.849 and Current US House members r=.862).   

 Looking only at the selected categories of experience used above, Figure 5.3 

shows a boxplot for each group, indicating the quartiles as well as outliers.
5
  With 

preliminary evidence for H1b, the higher levels of experience see more fundraising 

success according to the pre-primary FEC report.   

 

Figure 5.3 - Total Receipts of Senate Primary Candidates, per Pre-Primary FEC Reports,  

                                                      

5
 Boxplots show a large amount of information in a dense setting.  The boundaries of the box show the 1

st
 

and 3
rd

 quartiles for Total Receipts, while the horizontal line through the middle of the box shows the 

median value.  The “whiskers” show 1.5 multiplied by the interquartile range with more extreme values 

denoted as outliers.   
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When examining the extreme values of some of these categories, a number of 

well-known names and races surface.  John Kerry raised the largest sum of “Total 

Receipts” leading up to his attempt to seek a 5
th

 term in 2008, as he reported raising 

$29.5million.  He went on to defeat Gloucester City Councilor Edward O’Reilly in the 

primary election with over 68% of the vote share and then defeated businessman Jeff 

Beatty in the general election with over 65%.  Conversely, the incumbent Senator with 

the least amount of money raised was Robert Byrd (D-WV) with just under $72,000 

reported.  Looking at the opposite end of the spectrum at those without any electoral 

experience, the median level of money raised by these candidates was $0, or at least less 

than the $5,000 threshold where candidates must begin to file reports with the FEC 

(Federal Elections Commission Campaign Guide 2011).  The average amount raised for 

candidates with no experience was about $340,000, though wealthy individuals coming 

from the private sector skew this variable.  Topping this list is businessman M. Blair 

Hull, who reported over $24million in Total Receipts prior to his primary race for the 

Illinois Senate seat after Peter Fitzgerald (R-IL) opted to not seek re-election.  This race 

is especially notable as even though Hull failed to win the primary, the man who did was 

an ambitious State Senator, Barack Obama 

Over the nine election cycles in the dataset, the highest fundraiser among 

members of the US House opting for a Senate seat occurred in the 2000 Republican 

primary in New York, where Rick Lazio (NY-2) raised nearly $16 million dollars.  

Although he won the primary, he eventually lost to Hillary Clinton.  The highest funds 

raised for both governors and state legislators occurred in the state of Florida.  In the 



 

81 

former case, Charlie Crist raised $12.5million but lost in the primary to up and coming 

Republican state legislator Marco Rubio.  Another Speaker of the Florida House, Johnnie 

Byrd, raised $2.7million in his failed effort against Mel Martinez, which was more 

receipts reported than any other state legislator in the dataset.
6
  Clearly, fundraising 

ability plays an important role in primary success, though even in extreme circumstances, 

it may not be enough to win the primary election.  The extreme variance in funds raised is 

also very telling and demonstrates stark differences between levels of political 

experience.   

 

5.1.3 – Data on the Timing of Candidacy Entry 

Whether one considers electoral success or fundraising success, it is important to 

account for when candidates enter the race.  As outlined in Chapter 3, the strategic timing 

of a candidacy decision has consequences as far as dissuading other competitors from 

joining a race and also the ability to hoard financial resources in the years and months 

leading up to a primary election.  While the following chapter attempts to understand 

what factors contribute to when decisions are being made (such as the political context 

surrounding a race, or the relevant experience of a potential candidate), this chapter will 

use when candidates entered a contest as an independent variable to help understand how 

the timing of decisions can impact the likelihood of a primary success.   

                                                      

6
 Martinez was the Secretary of Housing and Urban Affairs at the time and the Bush administration 

supported his campaign for the Senate.    
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As outlined in the next chapter, as each state has different filling deadlines for 

ballot access, it is difficult to compare the entry of candidates into races that are on 

different timetables.  Not only are filing deadlines different, but also the date of the actual 

primary deadline vary; the earliest races normally taking place in March of the election 

year, and the latest contests occur in September.  In order to make the decision (or 

electoral) timeline comparable across years and states, I convert each timeline to a scale 

between 0 and 100.  The beginning of timeline starts on January 1
st
 of the year prior to 

the election year
7
, and 100 represents a candidate entering the race on the day of the 

filing deadline for each race.  In a way, this can be interpreted substantively like a 

percentage, as a candidate entering at time 50 entered the race after 50% of the decision 

timeline had expired, and 50% of the timeline remained.  In order to avoid confusion with 

the percentages of real numbers, I will refer to this variable as the “Decision Timing” or 

more specifically “Declare/Decline Timing” depending on whether a potential candidate 

entered a race or declined to enter.  

Table 5.3 shows a selection of experience categories with information not only on 

their prevalence in the pool of potential candidates and the final list of candidates, but 

also information about when candidates entered races.  Looking at the fifth column, the 

average candidate entered the race with a Declare Timing of 69.  In other words, the 

                                                      

7
 The start of the decision timeline could also be considered as the previous Election Day.  As Chapter 6 

will discuss, over 97% of all candidacy decisions occur after January 1
st
 of the year prior to the election 

year.  If the start of the timeline is the previous election year, around 99% of decisions occur after this date.  

With much political news and activity in Washington slowing for the holiday season, and the fact that 

politicians may be less likely to talk about a future term before even beginning the impending term, I 

thought it most appropriate to begin the timeline on January 1
st
.  In the empirical work, I will occasionally 

mention any substantive differences in the results should they occur based on this decision.  
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average candidate enters the race about 2/3 of the way through the timeline.  Incumbents 

have a declare timing of 41, which is the smallest of the experience levels shown in the 

table.   

Table 5.3 - Selected Experience Levels and Declare Timing for Senate Candidates 

Winners Losers

US Senate (inc) 306 9% 79% 98% 41 42 20

US House 378 11% 26% 72% 52 47 63

fmr US House 100 3% 36% 42% 52 38 61

Gov 63 2% 21% 77% 45 51 28

fmr Gov 57 2% 28% 63% 71 64 82

statewide office 189 6% 34% 48% 55 51 59

fmr statewide 53 2% 30% 44% 56 60 52

state senate 165 5% 46% 32% 59 60 59

fmr st senate 50 2% 50% 40% 72 74 70

state rep 134 4% 46% 34% 65 72 61

fmr st rep 52 2% 56% 21% 79 73 80

none 1326 40% 80% 10% 80 76 80

Totals 3321 100% 58% 31% 69 54 75

Declare 

Timing

Declare Timing
Total

% of 

Pool

Declare 

Rate
Win Pct

 

Several notable patterns can be seen in this table, though all preliminary in nature.  

Generally speaking, those with higher levels of experience enter the races sooner than 

those with less experience.  For those without any relevant notable experience, the 

Declare Timing of 80 shows that these individuals enter races after 80% of the decision 

timeline has expired.  It is also interesting that in four of the five experience categories 

that include former versus current officeholders, current officeholders enter races sooner 

than those that formerly held an office.  This is not surprising given the Theory of 

Strategic Candidacy Decisions.  Currently holding an office is a signal of electoral 
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prowess and electability, and these candidates are precisely the politicians that could 

dissuade others from joining a race by entering earlier in the contest. 

It is also worth noting some preliminary evidence that entering earlier on in the 

decision timeline leads to greater electoral success.  The last two columns in Table 5.3 

show the average “Declare Timing” for each experience level, but split between those 

candidates that went on to win the contest, and those that went on to lose the contest.  For 

the higher levels of experience, winners are more likely to have entered the contest earlier 

than the losers are.  The relationship is less clear for the lower levels of experience, likely 

related to the fact that these individuals are also the least likely to be successful.  This 

will be examined more systematically later in the chapter, while the factors that influence 

the timing of decisions (for both those that enter races and decline races) is investigated 

further in Chapter 6.   

 

5.2 – Analysis of Electoral and Fundraising Success in Primary 

Elections 

5.2.1 – Model Design and Empirical Implications 

The hypotheses stated above in section 5.1.1 deal with success in primary 

elections, both electorally and in terms of fundraising.  In the former, I operationalize 

success to be a dichotomous variable of winning the primary, so several logit models are 

constructed.  Especially in races with multiple candidates, predicting vote share is more 

difficult, even when controlling for the number of candidates in each race.  In the case of 

fundraising success, the dependent variable for OLS regressions will be the level of total 
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receipts reported to the FEC in the pre-primary filing.   Given the highly skewed nature 

of this variable, it is logged.
8
  

 When explaining primary victories, care must be taken when modeling these 

outcomes and drawing conclusions given the inter-connectedness of concepts dealing 

with experience, quality, and success.  If H1a were true, models would show a positive 

coefficient on variables dealing with experienced candidates.  While the first models 

include the traditional dichotomous variable for those that have held elected office, 

alternative specifications are also tested in section 5.3.  H1b deals with the value of 

experience in fundraising, and I expect positive coefficients across specifications, 

indicating higher levels of experience result in higher receipts reported to the FEC.  In 

either case, once experience is broken down into broader categories, success will be less 

likely as experience decreases.   

 The next two hypotheses (H2a and H2b) are concerned with the effect of having 

an incumbent in the race, and therefore are tested with models that include only 

challengers.   Since these races draw higher quality candidates into the fray, I predict that 

open races will decrease the probability of success, both electorally, and in terms of 

fundraising.  As Banks and Kiewiet (1989) discuss, it is rational for some challengers to 

take on an incumbent and thereby maximize their expected utility in making a run for 

office.  In either case, especially with fundraising, the effect is closely related to the 

vulnerability of the incumbent.  As Jacobson (2008) notes, the relationship between 

                                                      

8
 While the average total receipts is $1.5million, the median value is only $30,740.  While the minimum 

reported is zero dollars, the maximum value was $29.5million.  When logging these values, I add a trivial 

constant ($1) to avoid the complication that log(0) is infinity.   
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fundraising and success is different for incumbents and challengers.  While higher levels 

of spending increase the odds of a challenger victory, the opposite is true for incumbents.  

 The last two hypotheses (H3a and H3b) involve the role that the timing of entry 

has on primary success.  Here, earlier entry, especially by those candidates of higher 

quality increases the probability of winning the race as others may be dissuaded from 

entering.  It also gives these candidates more time to raise money.
9
  So, in both models, 

this variable, as measured by the Decision Timing (0-100, with 100 being on declaring 

for the race on the filing deadline) should have a negative coefficient .  In other words, as 

you enter the race later on in the timeline, holding all else constant, the chances of 

winning will be diminished, as will the amount of funds you are able to raise.  

 

5.2.2 – Results with Standard Measure of Electoral Experience 

Turning first to explaining electoral success, Table 5.4 shows three different logit 

models where the dependent variable is a dichotomous indicator of whether or not each 

candidate won the primary race.  In this section, I will rely on the standard measure for 

experience with the variable “Elected” to measuring whether or not the candidate has (or 

holds) elected office.  I include a number of control variables, such as whether or not the 

candidate is the incumbent, as well as two variables to control for the number of 

candidates present in a race.  The quadratic term tests whether the effect of the number of 

                                                      

9
 Although it is possible for some potential candidates to raise money under the auspices of different 

purposes, then eventually transferring funds into a campaign committee later, fundraising efforts will be 

much more effective after a candidacy for the U.S. Senate has been declared.   
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candidates is linear.  One would expect the impact of increasing the number of candidates 

to decrease with each additional candidate.
10

  In the second model, the variable “Decision 

Timing” represents when the candidate entered the race.  For easier interpretation of the 

coefficient, the variable is transformed to be on a scale of 0 to 1, with 1 meaning the 

candidate announced their candidacy the day of the filing deadline.  The third model 

includes the logged receipts reported by the candidate.  While this variable is the 

dependent variable when measuring fundraising success, it is worth testing to see if the 

variable for electoral experience remains significant while even controlling for 

fundraising.
11

 

                                                      

10
 In other words, the difference between a race with two or three candidates should be larger than a race 

changing from 9 to 10 candidates.    
11

 Though not shown here, models were also run that included both Declare Timing and Receipts.  In each 

case, the results mirrored those of the models that included just Total Receipts.  In other words, when both 

are included, the fundraising variables overpower when the candidate entered the race.  At the same time, 

the value of when a candidate entered the race is also in avoiding competition in the first place, which is 

explored in more detail in the following chapter.   
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Table 5.4 - Logit Models Explaining Primary Winner 

5.1 5.2 5.3

1.661*** 1.532*** .720***

(.139) (.144) (.204)

3.321*** 3.208*** 2.267***

(.431) (.432) (.487)

-.529*** -.535*** -.530***

(.063) (.063) (.083)

.021*** .021*** .020***

(.004) (.004) (..005)

-.733***

(.221)

.231***

(.025)

-.168 .413 -1.859***

(.202) (.269) (.349)

df 1808 1808 1198

AIC 1385.4 1376.5 762.79

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

--

Primary Winner

Constant

Log(Receipts) --

--Decision Timing

--

Elected

Incumbent

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Model:

 

In each model, the variable “Elected” is significant and in the expected direction.  

Candidates who have held elected office have a better chance of winning the primary 

when compared to candidates without similar experience, just as H1a predicted.  Given 

that logit coefficients are difficult to interpret, Figure 5.4 shows a marginal effects plot 

with bootstrapped standard errors for Model 5.2.  Elected officials have an 18% higher 

chance of winning than those without the same experience.  Also not surprising, 

incumbents are much more likely to win than non-incumbents, and this is the strongest 

predictor of a primary win across specifications.  As expected, holding all else constant, 
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the larger the pool of candidates, the lower chance of winning, though this effect does 

diminish as the number of candidates increases.
12

   

 

Figure 5.4 - Marginal Effects for Model 5.2 

In Model 5.2, knowing the “Decision Timing” of the candidate is a significant 

predictor of a primary win.  This effect may seem small, as the difference between 

entering at the versus the end of the timeline results in just a 10% difference in 

probability of winning the race.  However, the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions 

argues that much of the benefit from announcing early is not just to defeat those in the 

                                                      

12
 For example, in Model 5.2, the net effect of adding additional candidates decreases at a decreasing rate 

with the absolute minimum of the quadratic occurring at the 13
th

 candidate, so the quadratic is plausible.   
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race, but also dissuade other potential challengers from emerging in the first place.  This 

is the main topic of the chapters to follow.  In the third specification, the effect of 

electoral experience is tested while also controlling for logged receipts from each 

candidate’s pre-primary reports to the FEC.  It is certainly plausible that there is some 

endogeneity here, as the perceived probability of winning a race may influence the 

amount of money a candidate is able to raise.  At the same time, this model is trying to 

explain actual outcomes of the race, and not the perceptions of candidates or contributors.  

And temporally speaking, the pre-primary report is filed before the actual election takes 

place.
13

   

Before testing the factors that contribute to fundraising success, Table 5.5 looks at 

the same specifications from above, but for challengers only.  Following the similar 

specifications as the first three models, these include an indicator variable for open seat 

races in order to test H2a.  All of the variables remain significant and in the expected 

direction, which shows it is not the incumbents driving the previous results.  However, 

the variable “Open Seat” never reaches statistical significance.  Though the open seat 

race may influence who enters a race, it does not seem to predict significantly winning 

the race once the field is set.  Of course, these models do not speak to the “quality” of the 

incumbents and challengers involved in each race.  Given that errors may be correlated 

within races, and the fact that the observations are not independent of one another, the 

                                                      

13
 Though not shown here, when both the variables for “decision timing” and “logged receipts” are 

included in a model, the fundraising variable washes out most of the effect of the decision timing variable.  

However, in a few specifications the sign of the coefficient on decision timing actually flips, meaning that 

if a candidate has enough money, it can be advantageous to enter later in the timeline.  See Appendix A for 

these models.  
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models were compared to specifications that clustered standard errors by state-years, and 

also states, but there were no substantive differences in the results.  When an incumbent 

is running for re-election, it is also worth differentiating between a primary race that 

includes that incumbent, and the opposite party primary; in the latter, even though the 

incumbent is not running, it is very likely that the winner of the primary will take on the 

incumbent in the general election.  This is discussed in more detail in Appendix C.  

Table 5.5 - Logit Models Predicting Primary Win - Challengers Only 

5.4 5.5 5.6

1.645*** 1.514*** .731***

(.141) (.146) (.205)

-.531*** -.532*** -.491***

(.065) (.066) (.087)

.021*** .021*** .018***

(.004) (.004) (.005)

-.811***

(.229)

.237***

(.025)

.119 .051 -.237

(.154) (.156) (.214)

-.187 .453* -1.976***

(.206) (.275) (.362)

df 1574 1574 1029

AIC 1332.6 1322.2 719.18

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Constant

Open Seat

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Log(Receipts) -- --

Primary Winner
Model:

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates

 

It is interesting that regardless of whether incumbents are included in the models 

or not, the results are very similar across specifications.  In this light, as candidates, 

incumbents might not be much different than highly experienced challengers, especially 

if the incumbent is vulnerable.  It seems that whether one faces an incumbent or a field of 
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highly experienced challengers in an open seat race, winning a primary election is never 

an easy task.
14

  Of course, this is not surprising to scholars (e.g. Jacobson and Kernell 

1983).  The incumbents that draw strong challengers are very different than those 

incumbents that are able to avoid opponents.   

In addition to assisting in the probability of electoral success, I argue that the 

timing of candidacy decisions can also affect fundraising success.  To test this, I construct 

similar specifications of OLS linear models to predict the logged fundraising dollars of 

each candidate.  Because data were only available online since 2000, these models have 

fewer observations than the logit models.  Table 5.6 shows four different specifications.  

Just as before, and in line with H1b, electorally experienced candidates are better at 

raising funds than those that have not held office previously, and incumbents senators are 

especially good at this aspect of campaigning.  Regardless if looking at the models that 

include incumbents (5.7 and 5.8) or those that include only challengers (5.9 and 5.10), 

there is little evidence that the number of candidates in the race has much effect on the 

fundraising capabilities of the participants.  In the eyes of campaign contributors, it 

would seem that viable candidates remain strong investment opportunities regardless of 

the size of the candidate field.   

                                                      

14
 When comparing these two groups of models, it is worth noting the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 

for each.  These measures the relative goodness of fit across competing models while also taking in to 

account model complexity.  Lower AIC values are an indicator of a preferred model.  In other words, the 

AIC value compares the information lost when moving from the “true” model (theoretical) and the 

proposed models by the researcher.  Whether incumbents are included or not, the “best” models seem to be 

those that take into account the fundraising of the candidates.   
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Table 5.6 – OLS Models Predicting Log(Receipts) 

5.7 5.8 5.9 5.10

8.523*** 7.601*** 8.351*** 7.217***

(.341) (.342) (.368) (.370)

1.965*** .958*

(.507) (.499)

-.101 -.112 -.258* -.208

(.119) (.115) (.137) (.131)

.003 0.004 0.009 0.007

(.006) (.006) (.007) (.007)

-4.189*** -5.374***

(.431) (.540)

1.569*** 1.120***

(.357) (.343)

4.981*** 8.315*** 5.130*** 9.280***

(.451) (.553) (.500) (.634)

df 1194 1193 1025 1024

R
2

0.476 0.5145 0.3655 0.4214

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: OLS Models.   5.9 and 5.10 include challengers only.

Log(Receipts)

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Model:

-- --

--

Open Seat

Constant

Incumbent

-- --

Decision Timing --

 

Just as before and providing evidence for H3b, candidates that enter later in the 

decision timeline will raise fewer funds than those who enter earlier on in the race.  The 

logged dependent variable makes the slope coefficients difficult to interpret.  Imagine 

two similar challengers with electoral experience in a race with 3 total candidates.  

Imagine one has a declare timing of 1 and the other 0.  This difference in the timing of 

entry would result in a fundraising gap of nearly $6million dollars.  As theorized, the 

importance of timing in entering the race decreases for those with less experienced.  In 

comparing two similar non-experienced candidates, the difference between entering at 

the earliest possible time as opposed to the day of the filing deadline only results in a 

predicted fundraising difference of a mere $3,000.    
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While the presence of open race did not make a difference in predicting a primary 

win, in Models 5.9 and 5.10, this coefficient is positive and significant.  This means that 

even when controlling for elected experience, and the number of candidates in the race 

(and decision timing in 5.10), an open seat results in higher fundraising success.  The 

implication of H2b seems to be that contributors are willing to open their wallets when 

challengers are not facing an incumbent.  But contrary to this, when controlling for other 

important factors, the presence of an open seat alone does not improve the chances of 

victory in the primary election.  Though it is not conclusive, some contributors may by 

overly optimistic in their investment during an open seat race, possibly not realizing that 

the field of strong candidates will be very competitive  

 

5.3 – Alternatives Specifications of Electoral Experience 

The detailed data collection process for this project has yielded a wide variety of 

variables that can help to explain the behavior of candidates and potential candidates.  As 

outlined in Chapter 4, the dataset includes dozens of categories of experience that allow 

alternative models to be compared to those presented above.  While it may impossible to 

identify an objective measure for the value of different types of experience, this section 

will present two alternatives to the traditional dichotomous variable for a candidate 

having held elected office.  First, I discuss similar model specifications that include a 

variable to differentiate between current and former officeholders.  These models include 

both the “Elected” variable from above, but also a variable “Current” that identifies those 
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candidates that are currently serving in office.  For example, consider hypothetical 

primaries for the 2014 Senate election in North Carolina, currently held by Kay Hagan.  

If it were discovered that they were interested in Hagan’s seat, former Congressman Bob 

Etheridge will be coded as a “1” for “Elected” but a “0” for “Current, while Renee 

Elmers will have a “1” in each category.   While both candidates would have advantages 

over an unelected challenger, more often than not, the current officeholder would have an 

advantage over the former officeholder.  This measure is not perfect, but it does add 

additional information than is present in the traditional dichotomous variable. 

The second set of models groups together four levels of experience, as broadly 

identified in the Pyramid of Electoral Experience in Chapter 3 (Figure 3.2).  These 

variables “Experience 1” through “Experience 4”) include incumbent senators on the top 

level, followed by highly experienced challengers, such as members of the House of 

Representatives and statewide officeholders like governors.  Next, lesser-experienced 

challengers make of a third category, including state legislators and local officials.  At the 

base of the pyramid is a last group of challengers with no electoral experience, such as 

ambitious and experience seeking amateurs (Canon 1990) and perennial candidates.  

While the previous specification separated current and former officeholders, this 

categorization groups these within the same levels for each office.  Rather than impress 

one particular specification for experience, these measurements each have strengths and 

weakness.  The additional models are presented in the Appendix A and still provide 

strong support for these hypotheses regardless of specification, which adds to the 

robustness of the role that “Decision Timing” has in determining primary success. 
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5.3.1 – Current vs. Former Electoral Experience 

Models 5.11-5.20 are constructed similarly to Models 5.1-5.10, though the 

variable “Current” is added.  As stated in H1a and H1b, the probability of electoral or 

fundraising success should increase in response to higher levels of experience, regardless 

of the specification used.  When predicting a primary win, this variable is highly 

significant and positive in four of the models, meaning that current officeholders have a 

higher chance of winning, and this is above and beyond the benefit of simply having held 

elected office in the past.  Adding to the evidence for the robustness of the “Decision 

Timing” variable, it remains significant even with this alternative measure of experience.  

This means that later entry into the race decreases the chances of success (H3a).  The 

coefficient on “Current” does not show significance in the models predicting a primary 

win when the specification includes logged receipts.  It would seem that the added effect 

of being the current officeholder is captured here by the fundraising variable.   

To get a sense of the actual effect of each of these variables of experience, Figure 

5.5 shows the marginal effects for Model 5.12.  All coefficients are statistically 

significant and in the positive direction.  This means that while it is valuable to have held 

elected office in the past, there is additional value to currently serving in an office.  When 

comparing two challengers, a current officeholder would be predicted to win at a rate 8 

percentage points higher than a former officeholder.  Still, incumbency looms large.  In 

comparing an incumbent to a non-elected challenger, the former would have an 
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additional 56 higher chance of winning.  The other variable of interest here is the 

“Decision Timing” variable (labeled as announce_pct_jan1).  This indicates that a 

politician entering on the first of the year prior to the election year will have nearly an 8 

percent advantage over a similar candidate that waited until the filing deadline to enter 

the race.  Once again, though this is significant statistically, it may not seem significant 

substantively.  Once again, part of the benefit of entering the race early is to hopefully 

avoid other challengers and dissuade potential foes from entering the race.   

 

Figure 5.5 - Marginal Effects Plot for Model 5.12 - Predicting Primary Win 
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When predicting fundraising levels, the variable “Current” is highly significant 

across all four models (5.17-5.20).  Just as before, the other significant predictors of 

fundraising success are having held elected office, and earlier entry into the race (H3b).  

Interestingly, in the fundraising models, the “Incumbent” variable is not significant when 

the “Decision Timing” variable is included.  Just as in the first set of models, the presence 

of an open seat increases the funds raised by candidates (H2b), yet it does not 

significantly affect primary success in these models (H2a).  One other noticeable 

difference exists in two of the models that predict fundraising success, the number of 

primary candidates has a slight negative effect, but only in the models that include the 

variable for identifying an open seat. 

Given the logged dependent variable, the slope coefficients cannot be interpreted 

in the standard manner.  Using Model 5.20 as an example, which includes only 

challengers, the coefficients for each of the hypothesized relationships are significant.  

Both current and formerly elected challengers find increased fundraising success (H1b), 

even when controlling for other factors, challengers in open seat races are able to raise 

more funds than in races with an incumbent (H2b), and earlier entry into the race predicts 

greater fundraiser success.  In comparing two similar challengers with equivalent 

electoral experience in a particular office that entered into a race a quarter of the way 

through the timeline, this model would predict that the current officeholder would report 

nearly $8million more receipts than a challenger that held that same office at a previous 

date.  This disparity between current and former officeholders decreases as the entry into 

the race is closer to the filing deadline.   
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If one were to consider two identical candidates that are current officeholders and 

entered the race halfway through the timeline, the candidate taking on the incumbent 

would be predicted to report $1.7million less than the candidate in an open seat race.  

Lastly, two elected officeholders in an open seat race that vary only in the timing of their 

entry (say one enters a quarter and the other enters three quarters of the way through the 

campaign timeline) would see a difference in reported receipts of just over $8million.   

 

5.3.2 – Four Ordinal Levels of Experience 

Just as before, when using roughly ordinal groupings of experience, we would 

expect electoral and fundraising success to increase with higher levels of experience.  In 

these models (presented in the Appendix A, Models 5.21-5.30), a series of indicator 

variables classifies the experience of each candidate.  The baseline used for comparison is 

the lowest level of experience (“Experience 4” – no electoral office experience).  To find 

evidence for H1a, we would expect that across specifications, the size of the coefficient 

in comparison to the baseline level should increase with each successive level.  Figure 5.6 

shows the marginal effects for Model 5.22, which predicts primary wins using a logit 

model.  For robustness, all models were also tested with clustered standard errors by state 

and state-year, but the substantive results did not vary.  Each level of experience is 

statistically significant and has a larger marginal effect than the next lower level of 

experience.  
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Figure 5.6 - Marginal Effects for Model 5.22 - Predicting Primary Wins with Ordinal Levels of 

Experience 

In other words, the benefit of moving from no experience to the first category is 

significant, though smaller than the increase in electoral success when moving from the 

first to second category, and so on.  Incumbents are predicted to win the primary at a rate 

25 points higher than a challenger in the second tier.  For comparison, a lesser 

experienced challenger (Tier 3, e.g. state legislator), has a 10 percentage point higher 

chance of winning than a challenger that has never held any elected position, even when 

controlling for the other variables in the model.  Just as before, the “Decision Timing” 
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variable is significant and in the negative direction, which means as candidates that enter 

the race later in the timeline have a lower chance of winning.  Still, the difference from 

entering on the first and the last day of the window is a meager 7.5 percent, but this does 

not account for the potential challengers that never emerged.  Just as with the other 

categorizations of experience, when only challengers are examined (Models 5.24-5.26), 

the results hold across specifications.  Those challengers that have high levels of 

experience are more likely to win their primary race, even when controlling for the 

number of candidates in the race.  Also as before, early entry into the race increases the 

odds of winning, as does the amount of funds reported in the pre-primary report to the 

FEC.   

Turning to the four models that predict fundraising success using this ordinal 

measurement scheme of experience, the substantive results are nearly identical to the 

other specifications.  Once again, the number of candidates seems to matter in terms of 

predicting electoral success, yet it is not a significant predictor of fundraising success.  

Just as before, the OLS models with a logged dependent variable merit extra attention 

when interpreting the results.  Consider Model 5.30 in Appendix A, which includes only 

challengers.  Comparing two candidates that entered into an open seat race about halfway 

through the campaign, a sitting governor would be predicted to raise just over $1million 

more than a sitting member of the state legislature.  Had these candidates jumped in the 

race a quarter of the way through the race, the fundraising gap increases to $4.4million.  

When compared to an inexperienced challenger, that same governor would be predicted 

to raise $7.3million more than someone who had never held any electoral office.  If two 
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statewide officeholders entered a race a quarter of the way through the electoral timeline 

in similar races, save one is an open seat race, the challenger taking on an incumbent 

would raise just over $5million when compared to the challenger that avoided an 

incumbent.  

 

5.4 – Implications for Understanding Candidate Quality in Primary 

Elections 

The goal of this chapter was to test the role of experience, the timing of candidacy 

decisions, and the presence of an open seat in predicting both electoral and fundraising 

success.  I employed several specifications of experience and for each dependent 

variable, the first two hypotheses received substantial evidence – in each specification, 

experience was a critical piece of the puzzle in understanding which candidates are more 

likely to be victorious in the primary election, but also in explaining the value of this 

experience in attracting campaign dollars.    

While the traditional strategy for measuring experience (dichotomous indicator of 

electoral experience) remains relevant in this analysis, most scholars agree that the level 

of experience varies greatly.  It is possible that some information is missed when this 

simple and parsimonious measure is employed.  In the past, the complexity of adding 

more variables to capture experience has not been worth sacrificing parsimonious 

models, not to mention an objective ranking of the value of different offices may be a 

fool’s errand.  But especially in Senate elections when the quality of participants is 

greater than races for the lower chamber, a more complex measure is desirable to capture 
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variance in experience levels of candidates.  Rather than argue for a particular 

measurement strategy, this chapter presented two alternatives: first, keeping the indicator 

variable for electoral experience but adding a variable to differentiate between current 

and former officeholders, and second, employing four ordinal levels of experience 

ranging from incumbent Senators to inexperienced amateurs.  There is no doubt that each 

categorization has strengths and weaknesses.  For example, none of these measurement 

strategies capture of the value of celebrity status or immense wealth.  Still, each added 

additional information to the models that is missing if only a dichotomous measure of 

electoral experience is included.   

As explored further in the next chapter, the value of experience and the timing of 

candidacy decisions do not just have an impact on winning the primary or increasing 

fundraising success, they also help to shape the candidates that make themselves 

available to the electorate in the first place.  Rather than just focusing on the candidates 

that entered the race, the following chapter explores the timing of decisions to either enter 

a campaign or pass on an opportunity.  By considering the behavior of both of these 

groups of ambitious politicians, we can learn more about how the early primary elections 

unfold. 
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“You know, sometimes, when they say you’re ahead of your time, it’s just a polite way of 

saying you have a real bad sense of timing.”   

-George McGovern
1
  

 

Chapter 6 - The Timing of Candidacy Decisions 

The timing of candidacy decisions of potential candidates may be influenced by a 

variety of factors, many of which are unobservable to both researchers and the public.  

Some may consider personal factors such as family obligations, or the various 

opportunity costs that would be incurred by running a campaign.  They may also consider 

the ability to fundraise, gain name recognition across a state, or the ability to organize a 

successful campaign.  For some, I argue that candidacy decisions are influenced by the 

behavior of other potential candidates and the participants already in a race.  In the 

concepts described in Chapter 3, when contemplating a  campaign, the timing of 

candidacy decisions are influenced by one’s perception of their own campaign potential 

as well as the uncertainty involved in running for the US Senate.  Candidates will ask 

themselves, how successful could my campaign be if I announced today, as opposed to 

announcing several months from now?  Also, how will the uncertainty (such as the 

political climate, or the field of candidates) change over time and affect the probability of 

a successful run.  Though it is impossible to uncover all the dynamics involved in these 

races, close attention to media accounts of the years and months leading up to the filing 

deadline can shed some light on systematic factors that influence the timing of candidacy 

                                                      

1
 McGovern was reflecting on his experience running for President in 1972.  Quoted by the Washington 

Post Editorial Board in “George McGovern, Patriot and Hero”. October 21, 2012. 
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decisions.  For those potential candidates with more experience, candidacy decisions will 

occur early on in the decision timeline, while those with less experience will make 

decisions closer to the filing deadline.  In either case, potential candidates are acting to 

maximize their own success.  Of course, even if strategic decisions are rational, they may 

not always bring about the intended result.   

Representing the highest quality of potential candidates, incumbents usually run 

for re-election.  Over the nine election cycles studied in this project, 243 of the 306 

incumbent senators opted to run for re-election (about 79%).  On average, incumbents 

make candidacy decisions sooner than the nearly all of the 42 other levels of experience 

that are discussed in the previous chapter.  Not long after the 2008 electoral season came 

to an end, Senator Bob Bennett (R-UT), 75, showed potential competitors no signs of 

slowing down despite his age and six terms of service.  In announcing his plans for 

seeking another term, he said the key to winning was organization, making a strong 

appeal to voters, and having a large war chest.  He told the Salt Lake City Tribune that 

even though he expects a primary challenge, no one would “catch the Bob Bennett forces 

napping” ("Sen. Bennett Planning to Run for Re-election"  2008).  Though his plan 

highlights the strategy of most incumbents (Box-Steffensmeier 1996), Bennett’s age and 

his ideological incongruence with the Tea Party wing of the Republican party would be 

his kryptonite as he lost the primary to Attorney Mike Lee.  In Louisiana, the only 

Democrat in the House delegation announced his challenge to incumbent David Vitter 

nearly a year prior to the filing deadline in an effort to gain momentum in a Republican 

leaning state.  Calling it a “recruiting coup”, Senate Democrats had high hopes that 
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Charlie Melancon could use the next year to build a strong case against the vulnerable 

incumbent, thanks to a “serious sin” he committed with a prostitute in 2007 (Kraushaar 

2009a).  While it was a noble effort by Melancon, Vitter overcame the scandal to win re-

election.  Though both examples here ended with defeat, it is important to note that I do 

not believe the strategic timing of candidacy decisions will always be enough to win, but 

rather, an effort to maximize the probability of success.  It is unlikely that either 

candidate could have been more successful by waiting to announce their candidacy later 

in the decision timeline.  While Bennett hoped to signal to party activists that he could 

serve another term by beginning his campaign over a year before the election, Melancon 

tried to signal that as a Blue Dog Democrat, he was a worthy alternative to Vitter.  

In constructing pools of potential candidates without setting artificial boundaries 

for the sources of competitors, I argue that there is a great deal to learn about ambition 

and representation by considering the decisions of candidates, but also potential 

candidates that ultimately decided against a race.  For high quality potential candidates, 

opting out of a race early in the decision timeline allows these individuals to return to 

other pursuits that they find more valuable than a chance to satiate their thirst for higher 

office.  Though he showed some interest in running for the Senate, in March of 2009, 

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger (R-CA) decided against running in the 2010 primary for a 

chance to take on Senator Barbara Boxer in the general election.  Instead, he chose to use 

his lame duck status and focus on pushing for a tax hike to improve California’s budget: 

“I am not running for Senate, I am not running for Congress, and I am not running for 

another term as Governor…So I’m more comfortable with it [raising taxes] because I’m 
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not running for anything, because I know it’s the right thing to do” (Lang 2009).  

Although he considered running for the Senate in his home state of Pennsylvania in 2010, 

MSNBC Host Chris Matthews decided in January of 2009 he would rather concentrate on 

his new contract with Hardball (Carter 2009).  During that same month, US 

Representative Jo Ann Emerson (R-MO) decided against running for the Senate due to a 

new appointment as the ranking member on an Appropriations Subcommittee (Toeplitz 

2009).  In each of these three cases, the individual still had ambition, but it was trumped 

by a desire to devote time and efforts to other (more preferred) activities.  In addition, 

each was able to end speculation by the media and other politicians that surrounds 

individuals uncertain about their political future.   

While higher quality candidates can benefit from earlier candidacy decisions, 

there are many examples of lower quality candidates waiting until closer to the filing 

deadline to make candidacy decisions.  Like most incumbents, Richard Shelby (R-AL) 

made his re-election campaign known early in 2009, and was successful in avoiding high 

quality challengers.  But after witnessing the lack of any notable competitors, several 

ambitious, but inexperienced individuals – including an attorney, music teacher, and a 

consultant – saw an opening and entered the race late in the timeline.  In fact, two joined 

the race just a day prior to the filing deadline.  Though Shelby still won the nomination, 

these challengers clearly saw no advantage to entering the race earlier; if they had, they 

would have entered sooner.  While sitting on the sideline until the beginning of 2010 and 

hoping a stronger challenger might emerge, Attorney William Barnes eventually entered 

the race “out of concern that Shelby has previously gotten a pass from major 
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competition” (Reilly 2010).  Though he knew he would not be able to compete 

financially, he did meet fulfill his goal of giving Shelby some, albeit meager, resistance 

in the general election..    

In one of the most discussed and parodied primary races of 2010, Christine 

O’Donnell chose to challenge US Representative Mike Castle.  Castle had announced his 

intentions in October of 2009 and had built the foundation for a campaign that was 

expected to capture Vice President Biden’s old seat ("Delaware GOP Congressman to 

Run for Biden's Former Senate Seat"  2009).  As a Tea Party favorite, O’Donnell entered 

the race just a few months prior to the filing deadline, “One thing you’re going to hear is 

I can’t win.  I’ve been hearing the same sound bytes…The party bosses are scared” 

(Tucker 2010).  In timing her candidacy during the high tide of the Tea Party movement, 

O’Donnell defeated Castle.  But much to the dismay of Republicans who had hoped to 

chip away at the Democrat’s slim margin in the Senate, O’Donnell could not parlay a 

primary victory into a winning formula in November.   

 The stories underlying the data for this project contain countless examples of 

politicians making decisions in response to their own qualities as potential candidates and 

to the unique context surrounding each race.  But just as important as the factors to 

influence the decision to run in the first place, politicians are also cognizant of the 

potential consequences that stem from the timing of their decisions.  While the strategic 

timing of decisions may not be enough to win on Election Day, it does show how 

potential candidates strive to meet their various goals.      
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6.1 - Dual Influence of Strategic Decision Timing 

 As discussed in the last chapter, the timing of candidacy decisions impacts both 

electoral and fundraising success.  Additionally, it may also influence the behavior of 

other potential candidates considering a campaign.  Scholars have not necessarily ignored 

the timing of candidacy decisions, yet they have not given it adequate attention 

considering the impact it can have in shaping the final field of candidates.  In their 

seminal work on strategic politicians in congressional elections, Jacobson and Kernell 

(1983) make the assumption that decisions are made during the spring of the election 

year, but as Bianco (1984) points out, decisions will vary greatly depending on when the 

filing deadline occurs.  He assumes instead that decisions are made 4-6 months prior to 

the filing deadline.  Using a survey of House candidates during 1978 campaign, Maisel 

(1982) reported that all non-incumbent primary contenders for 1978 House elections 

made decisions the year prior to election year.   

Using filing statements, other scholars have found an increasing trend in earlier 

decisions by serious non-incumbent candidates during the 1980s (Wilcox 1987, Wilcox 

and Biersack 1990).  These scholars also point out that timing for open seat races greatly 

depends on when it becomes clear that the seat will be open.  Unfortunately, much of the 

research on the timing of candidacy decisions focuses on House elections in addition to 

being rather dated.  While these findings may be generalizable to Senate races, it remains 

an empirical question.  Scholars know that Senate elections are much different than 

House elections, especially in terms of media exposure, financial resources, and quality 

of candidates (Jacobson 2008).  While previous research on the timing of decisions has 
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focused on a limited time frame, the scope of my data allows for the potential of in-depth 

analysis within individual races and election years, but also across the different political 

contexts of nine election cycles. 

While filing statements could be used as an indicator of when candidacy decisions 

occur, they also have numerous drawbacks.  First, only those individuals that enter a race 

submit these statements.  As I argue, those that opt not to run also have a role to play in 

how the primary field unfolds.  Second, the time between announcing and actually filing 

as a candidate may be very different.  As argued in Chapter 3 and discussed in more 

detail in Chapter 4, using candidacy announcements is a much more accurate picture of 

when decisions occur, or at least when decisions become public.  Of course, it is also 

possible that these announcements may not coincide with personal decisions, though it is 

likely the most accurate measure short of relying on candidates to truthfully disclose 

when decisions were made.  Candidacy decisions are more important than just signifying 

the start of an individual’s campaign.  Rather, when made public, these decisions are a 

signal – to supporters, potential supporters, other prospective candidates, financial 

backers, and the media – that can have positive consequences in strengthening a young 

campaign.   

Candidates enter Senate primary races over a wide time period, though it is 

certainly not random.  By understanding the experience and decisions of potential 

candidates, and the context surrounding a particular race, we can better understand the 

dynamics involved as these primary races unfold.  Specifically, this project sheds light on 



 

111 

the emergence of candidates for the US Senate, and the timing of these decisions, though 

the results may generalize to other contexts as well. 

 

6.2 – Experience and the Timing of Candidacy Decisions 

 

As I argue in Chapter 3, prospective officeholders vary in how they approach 

decisions for running for higher office.  In general, the theory argues that stronger 

candidates, often those with greater levels of experience, have an incentive to join a race 

early in the decision timeline, while lesser-experienced politicians are advantaged by 

waiting until later in the timeline to decide their candidacy.   

Chapter 5 shows that the timing of entering a race has an impact on primary 

success, both in winning the primary, but also in terms of fundraising ability.  While the 

difference in entering a race early in the campaign as opposed to closer to the filing 

deadline may seem substantively small (around 10% higher chance of winning the 

primary), not all of the benefits of strategic action can be seen by simply analyzing those 

candidates that were on the ballot.  In addition to defeating competitors on Election Day, 

the timing of entry also has the potential to influence those that emerge in the first place.  

Just as the benefits of incumbency help to defeat and avoid challengers, some primary 

candidates are able to time their entry in such a way to influence the decisions of other 

potential candidates.  But as I argue in the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions, all 

potential candidates are not created equal.   
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Comparing high quality potential candidates to players in a multi-player game of 

chicken, I argue in Chapter 3 that these individuals hurry to be the first serious candidate 

in a race.  In doing so, they hope to intimidate other potential candidates and avoid as 

much competition as possible.  Once in the race, candidates begin to hoard resources such 

as financial contributions and key endorsements, but also work to develop a winning 

campaign organization.  For incumbents and experienced campaigners whose influence is 

already well known in a particular region, simply seeing a big name appear as a candidate 

may be enough to force the hand of other potential candidates; the uncertainty involved in 

making a run for higher office is already significant, but it only increases when there is a 

(or multiple) high quality candidate/s gaining momentum. 

It may seem that potential candidates with less experience and name recognition 

also have an incentive to jump into races early in the decision timeline.  But these 

candidacies are likely to be overshadowed by the well-known commodities already in the 

race.  Unable to compete for campaign resources, these individuals will wait to make 

decisions until later in the decision timeline.  After all, as the election draws near 

potential candidates are better able to gauge their chances of success, since the slate of 

candidates is more stable and the political climate is easier to forecast.  In addition, other 

offices may open up and serve as alternative outlets for ambition. 

6.2.1 – Several Hypotheses 

Using the plethora of data collected on both declared and potential candidates, I 

test several hypotheses that logically follow from the argument presented in Chapter 3, all 

of which deal with the timing of candidacy decisions:   
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H4a: In general, higher quality (more experienced candidates) will make 

candidacy decisions sooner than lower quality potential candidates.   

 

H4b: Potential candidates with electoral experience will make decisions 

prior to those potential candidates without any electoral experiences.  

 

H4c: Current officeholders considering a race will make candidacy 

decisions earlier than former officeholders.   

 

H4d: Incumbents will make candidacy decisions earlier than non-

incumbent potential candidates.  

  

H5a: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy decisions than races 

involving an incumbent. 

 

H5b: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy decisions, but the 

affect will be larger for more experienced potential candidates.   

 

Each of these hypotheses is connected by the idea that experience is a critical 

piece of the puzzle in the ability of potential candidates to maximize their chances of 

success, and in our ability as scholars to understand how primary elections unfolding.  

Regardless of how experience is measured (whether measured with a dichotomous 

variable popular in the literature, comparing former and current officeholders, using 

incumbency, or developing an ordinal ranking of experience) those with more experience 

are hypothesized to make decisions sooner than less experienced potential candidates.  

For highly experienced politicians, there is less uncertainty in jumping into a race early, 

as these candidates can use their skill as politicians construct a winning campaign 

organization by attracting donors, endorsements, media attention, and support from the 

primary constituency.  This is especially the case when an individual is the first high 

quality candidate to enter a race.  In other words, these individuals are seen as solid 

investments by the actors that are involved in the primary process.  While it is not 
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uncommon for a strong candidate to emerge out of little prior experience, it is much more 

unlikely than a known commodity being labeled as the front-runner.   

 When considering open seat races, I predict that the process of potential 

candidates posturing for a race will be accelerated when compared to races with an 

incumbent.  Unless an incumbent is particularly vulnerable, potential candidates will not 

be as eager to enter a race.  Open seat races garner much more attention, especially by 

some potential candidates that might normally be dissuaded from considering a race if an 

incumbent were running.  At the same time, I believe (H5b) that open seat races will 

affect potential candidates asymmetrically.  Since they have higher potential as 

candidates, more experienced politicians will react to open seat races with earlier 

decisions, while the decisions of lesser experienced potential candidates will be less 

impacted.  These individuals that are generally considered to be lower quality face an 

uphill battle, regardless of whether a race is against an incumbent or a field of strong 

challengers in an open race.  In either case, these individuals will still make decisions 

towards the end of the decision timeline.   

 

6.2.2 – Comparing Decision Timing Across Races and Time 

 Though an abstract concept, I introduced the “decision timeline” in Chapter 3 to 

standardize the years and months leading up to the filing deadline across different states 

and years.  Although this variation in election rules could provide the foundation for a 

comparative study in the future, the current project pools primary races together in order 

to better understand how the final slate of candidates is constructed.       
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 Over the nine election cycles and more than six hundred individual races, the 

average primary election took place on July 5
th

, though there is much variation.   The first 

primaries of the cycle usually occurred in March and the last in mid-September.  The 

filing deadline for ballot access usually falls about 11 weeks before the primary election, 

though this also varies between 3.5 and 19 weeks.  In order to normalize the decision 

timelines across races, I treat the filing deadline as the end of the timeline and choose the 

start of the timeline to be January 1
st
 of the year prior to the election year.  As discussed 

in Chapter 3, the start of the decision timeline is open to debate as there are no limits to 

how soon politicians can make decisions about a particular race.
2
  Given the bi-annual 

cycle of federal elections, I assume that most candidates will not make decisions about 

specific races before the previous cycle ends.  It would also be possible to treat the 

beginning of the decision timeline as the previous election date, however given the lull in 

politics that often accompanies the lame duck period in Congress and the holiday season, 

I chose to begin the decision timeline on January 1
st
.  For example, the decision window 

for the 2014 election season began on January 1, 2013.     

 With the boundaries of the decision timeline fixed, I translate all dates into 

numeric values in order to quantify when actual candidacy decisions occurred.  By taking 

the numeric date of the decision and dividing it by the span of time between the filing 

deadline and the start of the timeline, the result is a value between 0 and 1.  Using real 

dates as an example, the decision timing for an announcement made on 6/1/2013 and a 

                                                      

2
 Alternative cut points can assess the sensitivity of the results to this decision, though in several robustness 

checks, the substantive findings were consistent. 
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filing deadline of 7/1/2014 would be calculated by: (6/1/2013)/(7/1/2014 – 1/1/2013).  

After translating these dates into numeric values
3
, the timing of the decision is .278.  In 

other words, this decision was made just after a quarter of the decision timeline had 

expired.  Had the decision been made on 1/1/2013, the value would be 0, while a decision 

made on the filing deadline would be 1.  While comparing races in this fashion is still not 

perfect, the variation between primary and filing dates cannot be avoided.   

 After examining all of the candidacy decisions there is added evidence to justify 

the choice to begin the decision timeline at the start of the year prior to the election.  

Nearly 98% of all decisions occur between this date and the filing deadline.  Even if I 

were to expand the decision timeline to the day of the previous election, only an 

additional 1% of decisions would fall in the timeline.  In some robustness checks, the 

substantive results that will be presented in the project do not seem to be affected by this 

decision. 

6.3 – Preliminary Analysis    

Using the detailed data collected on potential candidates, which includes 43 

distinct categories of both electoral and other relevant experience, I am able to see clear 

differences in the timing of candidacy decisions.  Recall that the dataset includes all 

Senate primary elections from 1994-2010.  In total, this encompasses over 600 unique 

primary races, and over 3,300 individuals identified as being interested in running for 

                                                      

3
 Statistical programs often translate dates into numeric values using a baseline date for comparison.  For 

example, Stata translates dates into days since 1/1/1960 and Excel defaults to days since 1/1/1900.  In R, 

the base package includes functions like as.Date to handle such date comparisons without having a default 

origin date. 
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office.  Although only 58% of these potential candidates actually entered a race, 

examining the decisions of both declared and declined candidates in Table 6.1 is 

illuminating.   

Table 6.1 - Experience of Potential Candidates and Decision Timing 

Timing Date Timing Date

ambassodor 2 0.1% 0% 44 8/22

current city council 17 0.5% 71% 0% 63 10/16 77 2/9*

current congressional staff 1 0.0% 100% 100% 0 1/1

current district attorney 10 0.3% 20% 0% 26 5/20 63 11/1

current judge 12 0.4% 17% 0% 83 2/21* 70 11/22

current mayor 73 2.2% 25% 33% 55 9/20 65 10/29

current other local office 70 2.1% 33% 13% 56 10/8 73 12/7

current pres cabinet 6 0.2% 0% 0 40 6/25

current state leg/rep 134 4.0% 46% 34% 65 11/13 69 11/22

current state office (non-Gov) 189 5.7% 34% 48% 55 9/15 59 9/30

current state senate 165 5.0% 46% 32% 59 10/2 69 12/1

current US House 378 11.4% 26% 72% 52 8/30 54 9/9

current US Senate (inc) 306 9.2% 79% 98% 41 7/21 36 6/17

current WH staff/advisor 1 0.0% 0% 17 2/27

fmr ambassodor 7 0.2% 43% 33% 67 12/10 90 12/25

fmr city council 5 0.2% 100% 40% 37 6/22

fmr congressional staff 10 0.3% 50% 40% 69 11/14 79 2/14*

fmr district attorney 2 0.1% 0% 0 61 10/10

fmr Gov 57 1.7% 28% 63% 71 11/30 59 9/26

fmr judge 3 0.1% 67% 0% 82 10/22 53 10/7

fmr mayor 24 0.7% 54% 23% 57 9/25 68 11/20

fmr non-elec federal employee 7 0.2% 71% 0% 34 6/16 56 9/4

fmr non-elec st employee 4 0.1% 50% 0% 65 11/21 100 3/7*

fmr other local 19 0.6% 84% 13% 78 1/31* 75 12/14

fmr party official 13 0.4% 31% 25% 39 7/5 83 2/5*

fmr state leg/rep 52 1.6% 56% 21% 79 12/29 80 12/26

fmr state senate 50 1.5% 50% 40% 72 12/3 82 2/11*

fmr statewide office (non-Gov) 53 1.6% 30% 44% 56 9/13 70 11/3

fmr US House 100 3.0% 36% 42% 52 8/30 69 11/26

Fmr VP 2 0.1% 0% 0 45 7/28

former pres cabinet 6 0.2% 33% 100% 64 10/24 70 9/10

former US Senate 28 0.8% 25% 43% 73 1/18* 50 9/1

former WH staff/adv 13 0.4% 46% 50% 61 10/3 84 3/7*

Gov 63 1.9% 21% 77% 45 8/20 43 7/27

major figure 9 0.3% 11% 100% 8 2/14 51 8/4

minor figure 25 0.8% 28% 0% 76 1/7* 70 12/9

None 1326 39.9% 80% 10% 80 1/15* 72 11/29

Non-elec fed Gov 3 0.1% 0% 0 93 2/28*

Non-elec st Gov 9 0.3% 33% 33% 72 9/3 65 10/22

party official 31 0.9% 32% 40% 69 11/10 76 11/30

political familty (once) 18 0.5% 44% 63% 65 11/30 78 1/21*

political family (same) 14 0.4% 36% 60% 74 1/21* 81 1/23*

political family (twice) 4 0.1% 100% 100% 59 9/26

Total (Average) 3321 100.0% 58% 31% 69 11/23 64 10/23

Note: Dates listed with * are during Election Year, otherwise all dates occur during the year prior to the Election Year

Experience Total
% of 

Pool

Declare 

Rate
Win Pct

Average Declare Average Decline
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The first two columns of Table 6.1 show the raw number of potential candidates 

and the percent of the total pool of potential candidates with that particular level of 

experience.  For example, there were 100 former members of the United States House 

identified as potential candidates, which comprises about 3% of the complete pool 

(3,321).  Just as presented in the previous chapter, the next two columns show the percent 

of the potential candidates for each experience level that declared for a primary race and 

the percent of those individuals that went on to win.  While only a quarter of former 

members of the US Senate that were considering a run actually entered, 43% of those 

won the primary election.  The final four columns deal with the actual timing of these 

decisions.  First, the average “Declare Timing” is presented with the corresponding date 

for reference, followed by the same measures for those potential candidates that declined 

to enter a race.  Recall that the timing variables range from 0-100, spanning from January 

1
st
 of the year prior to the election up until the filing deadline.  Unless marked with an 

asterisk, the dates presented are during the pre-election year.  As shown at the bottom of 

the chart, the average timing for entering a race was 69, or around November 23
rd

, while 

the average date that potential candidates took their name out of consideration was 

October 23
rd

 (64), or just over a year prior to Election Day.
4
   

                                                      

4
 Once again, the specific dates cannot be compared across races as the filing deadlines differ.  They are 

merely included to give some context to the different timing variables.   
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Table 6.2 looks at select levels (same as condensed tables in previous chapter) of 

experience and provides some preliminary evidence for several of the hypotheses 

presented above. 

Table 6.2 - Decision Timing for Select Levels of Experience 

Timing Date Timing Date

US Senate (inc) 306 9% 79% 98% 41 7/21 36 6/17

US House 378 11% 26% 72% 52 8/30 54 9/9

fmr US House 100 3% 36% 42% 52 8/30 69 11/26

Gov 63 2% 21% 77% 45 8/20 43 7/27

fmr Gov 57 2% 28% 63% 71 11/30 59 9/26

statewide office 189 6% 34% 48% 55 9/15 59 9/30

fmr statewide 53 2% 30% 44% 56 9/13 70 11/3

state senate 165 5% 46% 32% 59 10/2 69 12/1

fmr st senate 50 2% 50% 40% 72 12/3 82 2/11*

state rep 134 4% 46% 34% 65 11/13 69 11/22

fmr st rep 52 2% 56% 21% 79 12/29 80 12/26

none 1326 40% 80% 10% 80 1/15* 72 11/29

Total (Average) 3321 100% 58% 31% 69 11/23 64 10/23

Note: Dates listed with * are during Election Year, otherwise all dates occur during the year prior to the Election Year

Average Decline
Experience Total

% of 

Pool

Declare 

Rate
Win Pct

Average Declare

 

In general, I expect those with higher levels of experience to make decisions 

sooner than those with lesser levels of experience.  Regardless of whether they enter or 

exit from a race, potential candidates with no electoral experience (“none” in table) make 

decisions much later than nearly all other categories in Table 6.2 (and also in Table 6.1).  

The average entry into a race occurs after 80% of the decision timeline has expired.  Of 

the major levels of experience that contribute to potential primary candidates for the 

Senate, on average nearly all with any electoral experience are making decisions in the 

year before the election year.  Incumbents are among the earliest to make their future 

plans known to the media, their constituents, and especially potential competitors.  At the 

same time, unless there is some reason to be suspicious (i.e. health concerns, age or 
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potential scandal), most just assume that incumbents will run for re-election.  More often 

than not, the presence of an open race is known over a year before Election Day.   

Members of the US House and current governors are among the most discussed 

sources of potential candidates (e.g. Rohde 1979), and both seems to make decisions 

earlier than those elected officials from lower levels of government.  In line with the 

Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions, it seems plausible from the descriptive 

evidence here that lower levels of experience are reacting to the decisions of higher 

caliber potential candidates.  From combing through countless articles about potential 

candidates keeping an eye on the behavior of other prospective office seekers, oftentimes 

individuals are considering the Senate race, but also the possibility of running for offices 

that might be vacated when other politicians opt for the Senate race.   Of course, this is 

not surprising that ambitious politicians would pay close attention to the opportunity 

structure of offices when plotting their future (Schlesinger 1966).   

In much the same way, it seems as though former officeholders are waiting to see 

how a race develops before entering the fray.  In nearly each level of experience shown in 

Table 6.2, former officeholders are making decisions after current officeholders.  These 

former politicians may not have the clout of current officeholders in terms of an 

immediate connection to voters and party activists, but they also do not have the 

complication of having to consider the risk of giving up one elected position (often with a 

high likelihood of re-election) for a chance of winning a higher office.   

I argue there is a relationship between the decisions of potential candidates that 

are considering a particular race.  Looking at Table 6.2, decisions to enter and exit a race 
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seem clustered closely together.  On average, those with the highest levels of experience 

are making decisions around the middle of the decision timeline.  As the level of 

experience decreases, the decision activity shifts to later in the timeline.  In some cases, a 

candidacy decision may result in someone else opting out, while in another race, 

someone declining to make a run could result in another ambitious politician emerging as 

a candidate.    I believe the activity of the highest caliber of potential candidates will be 

most influential to other potential candidates with similar levels of experience. The multi-

player game of chicken that I used to motivate these interactions will be less likely to 

influence lower quality (in terms of experience) as the chances of success for these 

candidates is lower regardless of which high quality candidates they face.  Even in the 

eyes of the most optimistic inexperienced candidate, winning an election it will be an 

uphill climb to regardless of the opponent (Maisel 1982). 

6.4 – Challenges in Modeling Candidacy Decisions 

 

If candidacy decisions by potential candidates were independent of one another, 

common methodological approaches would be appropriate for understanding how the 

final slate of candidates is constructed.  Especially if decisions were made 

simultaneously, one could use binary regression to see the factors that contribute to 

whether or not a candidate emerges from the pool of potential office seekers.  If 

concerned with variance in the timing of decisions, an OLS model could predict the days 

before the filing deadline that a candidate would enter a race.  My argument that 

candidacy decisions are not independent nor simultaneous is unfortunate for 
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methodological simplicity, yet critical in explaining how primary elections unfold as a 

result of the behavior of ambitious politicians.       

Although more prevalent in sociology, demography, and biology, event history 

techniques are gaining ground in political science when scholars face dynamic 

phenomena.  In research relevant to this project, Box-Steffensmeier (1996) used a Cox 

Regression Model to  understand the effect of campaign war chests on challenger entry, 

and Jones (1994) used a competing risks model to study the career paths of members of 

the House of Representatives.   Given that candidacy decisions take place over a long 

period, the pool of potential candidates varies in size, and the interaction between these 

candidates is theoretically important, the dynamic nature of my data is a good fit for this 

type of methodology.  At the same time, there are a number of challenges that must be 

addressed and trade-offs to consider when testing the hypotheses that follow from the 

Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions.    

 

6.5 – A Simple Example of Survival Analysis and Candidacy Decisions 

 Before analyzing the data on candidacy decisions, the basic concepts of event 

history analysis are presented using a simple example.  This type of data consist of three 

main components: an origin of time, some way to measure time, and an event of interest 

(Broström 2012).  For my study, the origin of the decision timeline has been established 

as January 1
st
 of the year prior to the year of the election, and races are made comparable 

by putting them on a scale from 0-100.  The event of interest is a candidate declaring for 
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a race.  One of the key advantages of using this technique is the ability to handle censored 

data.  In other words, I am interested in study the pool of potential candidates (a risk set) 

and seeing who emerges as a candidate and when this decision occurs.  A complicating 

issue is that potential candidates can take themselves out of the pool if they decide, for 

any number of reasons, to stop considering the race.  Once this occurs, they are no longer 

at risk of experiencing an event, and considered censored observations.  Not that exiting 

the pool of potential candidates does not mean an individual no longer has ambition, just 

that there is no longer interest in a specific race. 

 As shown in Figure 6.1, consider a hypothetical decision timeline with eight 

individuals in the pool of potential candidates (A-H).  For simplicity, the time variable on 

the x axis has 6 time points where decisions may take place.  A circle at the end of the 

line (Candidates B, C, D, G, and H) symbolizes that individual entering the race, while a 

line ending without a circle is a censored observation, or what might occur if an 

individual decides to opt out of considering the race.  The risk set, or the pool of potential 

candidates changes as time goes on.  For example, at Time 1 there are 8 potential 

candidates and one (B) decides to enter the race.  At Time 4, there are 5 individuals at 

risk, but only Candidate G enters the race.  By the end of the timeline (Time 6), 

Candidate H enters, and Candidate A runs out of time and is no longer eligible.  The first 

three columns of Table 6.3 summarize this simple example.   
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Figure 6.1 - Hypothetical Decision Timeline of Eight Potential Candidates 

Table 6.3 - Life Table for Hypothetical Decision Timeline 

Time
Potential 

Candidates

Declared 

(Event)
% Event

1 8 1 12.5 0.125 0.125 0.88

2 7 1 14.3 0.143 0.268 0.75

3 5 0 0.0 0.000 0.268 0.75

4 5 1 20.0 0.200 0.468 0.60

5 3 1 33.3 0.333 0.801 0.40

6 2 1 50.0 0.500 1.301 0.20

               

 

 The final three columns in Table 6.3 are estimates of the most common functions 

used in survival analysis.
5
  The survival function,  

                                                      

5
 These estimates become much more complex when the number at risk and the number of events increase.  

In addition, even if an event does not occur at a specific point in time, or over an interval of time, these 

functions can still be estimated for the entire timespan over which individuals are at risk of experiencing an 

event.   



 

125 

S  

is defined as the probability of surviving past time t, where T is a random variable.  In 

this study, the event of interest is a candidacy declaration, so the duration of interest is the 

time from the start of the decision timeline before entering the race.   Also key to 

understanding survival analysis is the hazard function, which can be thought of as the 

instant probability of an event occurring at time t.  But unlike a density function, the 

hazard function, 

 

is conditional on the individual having survived at least to time, t.  Finally, the 

accumulation of these instant risks is referred to as the cumulative hazard function,  

H  

The cumulative hazard and survival function can be estimated non-parametrically using 

the Nelson-Aalen Estimator (Nelson 1972, Aalen 1978):  

 

 and the Kaplan-Meier estimator (Broström 2012): 

 

Figure 6.2 shows plots of each estimator.  As more data is added and the number of 

measuring points are increased, these approximate the smooth curves of the true 
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functions.   

 

Figure 6.2 - Estimates of Cumulative Hazard and Survival Functions for Hypothetical Timeline 

 

6.6 – Non-Parametric Estimators of Candidacy Decisions in Senate 

Primaries 

 

With the basic concepts introduced, these non-parametric techniques can be 

applied to the data on the timing of candidacy decisions to begin to test the hypotheses 

presented in section 6.2.1.  Though both the survival function and cumulative hazard 

functions are demonstrative, I find the survival function to be more intuitive.  Including 

all candidacy decisions, Figure 6.3 shows the Kaplan-Meier Estimator (estimate of 

survival function) for the complete dataset and includes a 95% confidence interval. 

Recall that surviving in this context refers to remaining in the pool of potential 

candidates.  If someone has taken him or herself out of the pool, they are no longer at risk 

of experiencing an event (becoming a candidate).  Table 6.4 shows several entries from 

the life table used to construct this Kaplan-Meier estimator of the survivor function. 
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Figure 6.3 - Kaplan-Meier Estimator for All Potential Senate Candidates 

Table 6.4 - Life Table For Kaplan-Meier Estimator for All Potential Candidates (Select Entries) 

 

Lower Upper

10 2963 1 0.957 0.004 0.95 0.964

25 2693 1 0.912 0.005 0.902 0.922

50 2236 3 0.837 0.007 0.824 0.851

75 1640 1 0.701 0.009 0.684 0.719

90 1237 2 0.585 0.01 0.566 0.605

100 756 371 0.205 0.009 0.188 0.224

Time
95% Conf Interval

St Error# Events# at Risk      

 

Using the life table as a guide, the odds of a potential candidate still considering 

the race at Time = 10 is just over 95%.  The estimator predicts that the probability of a 
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potential candidates still considering the race at Time = 75 is about 70%.  Interestingly, 

371 candidates jumped into the race on the day of the filing deadline, which leaves just 

over 20% of the potential candidates never making a public decision about the race even 

as the filing period closes.   

When pooling all potential candidates together, the survival function provides 

some insights, but in order to test the hypotheses presented in 6.2.1, the survival functions 

of different levels of experience can be compared.  Then, using a log-rank test, the 

equality of two (or k) survival functions can be tested statistically using the chi-squared 

distribution with k-1 degrees of freedom (Broström 2012).  Given my argument, different 

levels of experience should see different survival functions, or in other words, the speed 

at which potential candidates jump in or opt out of races should vary systematically.   

Figure 6.4 shows a comparison between the survival curves for potential 

candidates with electoral experience and those without (H7).  With a p-value = .0352, we 

can reject the null hypothesis that elected and un-elected potential candidates enter races 

at the same rate.  In fact, the figure shows that un-elected individuals are remaining in the 

pool (or risk set) of potential candidates longer than elected decisions.  So, even as the 

risk set diminishes when people take their names out of consideration, elected officials 

are joining races sooner than un-elected officials.  Just like the chi-Square test for that is 

often used to test for independence in basic crosstabs, the log-rank test compares the 

observed number of events with the expected number of events for each level of 

experience.  Here, 1,062 of the 1,437 un-elected potential candidates entered the race, as 

compared to only 747 of the 1,777 elected officials considering the race.  The expected 
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number of events was 1020 and 789, respectively.  This provides strong evidence for 

H4b.  

 
Figure 6.4 - Estimated Survival Functions for Elected and Un-Elected Potential Candidates 

As shown in the previous chapter, once in the race current officeholders are 

advantaged over former officeholders in terms of winning the primary and fundraising 

success.  Due to increased electoral clout and the fact that weighing a candidacy decision 

may take away from a current officeholder’s other responsibilities, I hypothesized that 

current officeholders will make decisions about their candidacy prior to those potential 

candidates that had previously held elected office (H4c).  Figure 6.5 includes only those 
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potential that have held electoral office at some point in their careers.  The comparison 

between the estimated survival functions for each group current officeholders are making 

decisions sooner than previous officeholders, and given the very small p value (p=.0005), 

the inequality of survival functions is even more stark than just comparing elected and 

un-elected potential candidates.   

 
Figure 6.5 - Estimated Survival Functions for Current and Previous Officeholders 

When comparing incumbents and non-incumbents in the aggregate, the former 

were much quicker in making decisions about their re-election attempts.  On one hand, 

many just assume the incumbents will seek re-election, but at the same time there are 
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incentives for the incumbent to confirm his intentions for the future, among the most 

important being an attempt to keep potential competitors at bay.  As discussed at the 

outset of the chapter, Sen. Bob Bennett (R-UT) attempted this strategy, but was 

ultimately unsuccessful.  In looking at Figure 6.6, there is no mistaking the difference 

between survival curves (H4d).  Using the life tables (not shown) as a reference, the odds 

the an incumbent is still debating his or her future halfway through the decision timeline 

is just about 50%, while for non-incumbents, the estimate predicts that there is an 87% 

chance of surviving (remaining in the pool of potential candidates) past that time.   

 
Figure 6.6 - Estimated Survival Functions for Incumbents and Non-Incumbents 
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Next, I hypothesized that open seat races would be met with earlier decision by 

potential candidates (H5a), though the results of the Meier-Kaplan estimators of the 

survival functions seem to tell a different story.  As seen in Figure 6.7, especially during 

the first half of the decision timeline, potential candidates in open seat races are surviving 

(contemplating candidacy) longer than the potential races when an incumbent is running.  

While the log-rank test still shows that the functions are un-equal, they are unequal in the 

opposite direction than predicted.  I believe this null result may be caused by the fact that 

the open seat races greatly increases the number of potential candidates that are 

considering running.  In Chapter 4, Table 4.1 shows that on average open seat races draw 

over twice as many potential candidates compared with races where an incumbent would 

be challenged either in the primary or general election (9.6 vs. 4.3).  It may be that the 

increased number of potential candidates results in individuals being more cautious and 

waiting to see how the race unfolds.  At the same time, not all open seat races are 

apparent at the start of the decision timeline.  If an incumbent opts to retire halfway 

through the timeline, it will appear as though potential candidates waiting much longer.  

While it may indeed be the case that open seat races result in more caution by potential 

candidates, this may also be a product of my assumption (made in Chapter 4) that if 

individuals were identified as potential candidates, they were considered potential 

candidates from the start of the timeline.  In actuality, they may not have actually 

considered the race until later in the timeline when the incumbent opted against re-

election.   
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Figure 6.7 - Estimated Survival Functions for Open Seat Races and Races with an Incumbent 

 

 Testing whether or not there is an asymmetry in the impact of open seat races 

between higher and lower levels of experience (H5b) may help to clarify this 

discrepancy.  Although the survival curve estimates shown in Figure 6.8 are unequal with 

near certainty using the log-rank test, it is difficult to see a systematic pattern.  The curves 

include only potential candidates in open seat races, differentiated by those who have 

held electoral experience and those who have not.  For the first 40% of the timeline, 

potential candidates with electoral experience are slow to enter the race, but by the end of 
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the timeline, those still considering it start to make decisions at a faster rate than those 

without electoral experience. Given that the results are inconclusive, it seems more likely 

that the differences in when the open seat became apparent could cloud the inferences 

that can be gleaned from these figures.  Chapter 8 investigates the consequences of 

strategic retirements in more detail. 

 
Figure 6.8 - Estimated Survival Functions for Elected and Un-Elected Potential Candidates in Open 

Seat Races 

 

Just as the previous chapter used ordinal categories of experience to test several 

hypotheses dealing with success in primary elections, unique survival curves can be 
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estimated for the four levels of experience.  These are identified as levels one through 

four, with incumbent Senators in the first level; current and former members of the US 

Congress, and statewide officeholders in the second level; state legislators and local 

officials in the third level; and those with no electoral experience in the fourth level.  In 

examining Figure 6.9, it is clear that compared to other levels of experience, incumbents 

are much quicker in making decisions about their future (Experience1).    

Taken jointly, a log-rank test shows that the curves are distinct, though the lower 

three levels of experience are very similar.  But even in pairwise comparisons, the 

survival functions remain unique.  Throughout the timeline, un-elected potential 

candidates are slower to make decisions than those in the 3
rd

 level.  Interestingly, the 

relationship between those at the second level and the lower two levels is conditional on 

whether one examines the first or last half of the timeline.  In the former, those 

categorized in the second level of experience are making decisions sooner that those with 

less experience, though this flips at the end of the timeline.  My suspicion here lies in the 

fact that in some cases, US House members or governors that were potential candidates 

refrained from officially taking their names out of consideration even after it was 

apparent from the data collection the interest in the race was lost.  However, I held back 

from making any subjective judgments of candidacy decisions unless it was certain that 

individuals had opted out of races.   
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Figure 6.9 - Estimated Survival Functions for Four Ordinal Levels of Experience 

 

6.7 – Alternative Models of Candidacy Decisions 

6.7.1 – Parametric Models 

 The estimated survival functions discussed above lack any assumptions about the 

underlying distribution of candidacy decisions.  The most commonly applied parametric 

methods fall under the families of Cox Proportional Hazard Models (PH) and Accelerated 

Failure Time Models (AFT).  Imagine scholars wanting to investigate the mortality rate 

for males and females.  Depending on whether or not the data meet certain assumptions, 
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these parametric models can test how gender affects survival, along with the effects of 

additional covariates.   

 As the name implies, PH models rely on an important relationship between two 

hazard functions.  Technically, if ha(t) and hb(t) are hazard functions for two different 

distributions, they are proportional if ha(t) = Ψhb(t), for all t ≥ 0.  In layman terms, over 

all time periods, the functions are proportional to one another, or that Ψ does not depend 

on t.  For example, females have lower mortality rates than males over the average 

lifetime, so one could assume proportional hazards when modeling lifetimes (Broström 

2012).  When the proportionality assumption is violated, AFT models may be more 

appropriate.  Rather than two functions being proportional, being a member of a 

treatment group could accelerate failure time.  More formally, for a control group, P(T ≥ 

t) = S0(t) while a treatment group seeing failure time accelerated by a factor of ϕ: P(T ≥ t) 

= S0(ϕ t).   

 Regardless of which family of techniques used, it is necessary to select an 

underlying distribution that describes the life span (survival times) of individuals in the 

dataset.  Each having unique properties, there are several distributions to choose from.  

Though the weibull distribution is the most common, others include the exponential, 

lognormal, loglogistic, and gompertz distributions.   
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 When testing the proportionality assumption for the various models needed to test 

the hypotheses discussed above, in nearly all cases, the functions fail.
6
  Although this 

rules out the Cox family of models, it is not particularly surprising.  I argue that the 

decisions of potential candidates often impact the decisions of other potential candidates, 

especially for highly experienced individuals, so it is unlikely the two different functions 

will remain proportional over the decision timeline.   

While the AFT specification is more appropriate for modeling the length of time 

before potential candidates enter the race, there are still several complications.  First off, 

in running several simple model specifications, the choice of distribution affected the 

substantive results.  Given the complex dynamics involved in candidacy decisions, it was 

not apparent which distribution would be the most appropriate.  The weibull distribution 

either monotonically increases or decreases depending on the scale parameter selected, 

meaning that the probability would be assumed to be higher (lower) at the start of the 

timeline and lower (higher) at the end.  On the other hand, the lognormal distribution 

does not have these restrictions.  According to the Theory of Strategic Candidacy 

decisions, different types of candidates will differ in their probability of entering the race 

depending on a number of factors.  Therefore, the underlying function is uncertain, 

especially with simple models that do not account for the dynamics of these races.   

An implicit assumption of both PH and AFT models raises another concern.  Both 

types of models assume that if the time period continues long enough, all individuals will 

                                                      

6
 In other words, the survival curves for two different groups of potential candidates are not proportional 

over the course of the decision timeline.  If the survival rate for one group was always 90% of the other 

group, the curves would be considered proportional. 
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experience an event (Yamaguchi 1992).   In the case of mortality, eventually, everyone 

will die.  Even if the window of observation ends with part of the risk set still alive, were 

the window expanded, everyone would eventually experience an event (here, death).  In 

the case of candidacy decisions, since I am observing the entire decision timeline, the 

period of risk ends at the filing deadline.  Once that date passes, interested candidates no 

longer have the option of entering.  In sum, at the end of timeline, it is not surprising to 

have some potential candidates having survived in the pool of prospective candidates for 

the entire duration of the timeline.   

6.7.2 – Semi-Parametric Models with Surviving Fractions  

In understanding medical treatments, scholars realized that improvements in 

technology have made some diseases curable.  By utilizing mixture cure models, scholars 

set out to determine the probability that a disease was curable, but also to understand 

survival time when the disease was not curable (Boag 1949, Berkson and Gage 1952).  

When a proportion of the individuals in a risk set may never experience an event, the 

result is called a survival fraction (Farewell 1977, Miller 1981).  While the assumption of 

a zero limiting survival probability in PH and AFT models may be suitable for studies of 

mortality and can be assumed when dealing with other relatively common events like 

marriage, other phenomena of interest may be less likely, such as divorce (Yamaguchi 

1992).  Not everyone will get married, and for those that do, not everyone will get 

divorced.  If studying the time until a divorce, it is inappropriate to assume that were 

marriages to last long enough, everyone would get divorced.  
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A cure model has two major components, including an incidence, which 

determines whether an event might occur, and a latency, which estimates when an event 

might occur.  As noted above, since it is often difficult to verify a parametric assumption, 

scholars have worked to develop semi-parametric procedures.  Li and Taylor (2002) 

proposed a semi-parametric cure model to test both components using a logistic 

regression for the incidence and a AFT model with an unspecified error distribution for 

the latency.  Zhang and Peng (2006) developed a procedure to reduce the complexity 

involved in estimating these models, and demonstrated that it performed better than 

existing parametric and semi-parametric methods, especially in terms of the 

identifiability of the parameters of interest.   

In short, these types of models assume that at the end of the period of risk, 

whether it is observable or not, some fraction of the risk set will remain having not 

experienced the event of interest.  Relating back to the potential pool of candidates, there 

is no reason to assume that if the decision timeline was long enough, every potential 

candidate would eventually enter the race.  As the data show, and as we would expect, 

there are very likely to be potential candidates that never experience the event of joining 

a particular race.  We know that numerous members of a state’s delegation in the US 

House might be interested in a race, but we do not expect that everyone would eventually 

emerge as a candidate..  Using the terminology of the medical studies, potential 

candidates are at risk of entering a race because of their personal ambition and an interest 

in a particular seat, but as the decision timeline continues on, some potential candidates 

will be “cured”, or decide that they are no longer interested in running for that office.  
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Sometimes an announcement will be made taking oneself out of consideration publicly, 

but in other cases, the filing deadline occurs and prevents those still in the pool of 

potential candidates from enter the race (experiencing the event).  Using these techniques, 

I can test the hypotheses above by estimating both the probability of entering a race, and 

the timing of when an event might occur.   

The standard mixture cure model to explain the survival time of interest, Spop(t|x, 

z),  is expressed by the formula: 

Spop(t|x, z) = π(z)S(t|x) + 1 − π(z),  

where π(z) is the “incidence” and the “latency” is captured in S(t|x).  This model (Zhang 

and Peng 2006, Cai, et al. 2012) is useful as the interpretation of covariates is 

straightforward given that the probability of being cured (opting out of potential 

candidacy) is modeled separately from the prediction of survival for those that are 

uncured (remain in the pool of potential candidates). When a AFT model is applied to the 

latency component, this model is referred to as an Accelerated Failure Time Mixture 

Cure (AFTMC).  Following the work of Li and Taylor (2002), the incidence component 

is:  

 

Where b is a row vector of unknown parameters.  The proportion of cured potential 

candidates that decide not to enter a race is 1 - π(z).  The latency component is of the 

failure time of interest, T, is: 

log(T) = βx + ε, 
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where β is a row vector of unknown parameters and the distribution of the error term ε is 

unknown.  In order to estimate their complex algorithm, Cai and colleagues (2012) 

developed an R package, “smcure”, which I will use to offer test the hypotheses above 

and quantify the effects of different levels of experience on both the odds of entering a 

race, but also the timing of when these decisions occur.    

6.8 – Accelerated Failure Time Mixture Cure Models of Candidacy 

Decisions 
 

As hypothesized above, higher levels of experience should be met with earlier 

decisions about a potential candidacy.  These individuals hope to influence the behavior 

of other potential candidates, which can be reflected in the timing of their decisions and 

in an effort to hoard as many electoral resources as possible.  Without the ability to 

compete for similar resources, those with less experience are left to make decisions later 

in the timeline when political conditions become less uncertain.  I employed several 

categorizations of experience above, and each can be used to specify an AFTMC model 

and test the hypotheses that follow from the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions.  

The results are presented in Table 6.5 and Table 6.6 (four ordinal levels of experience).   



 

143 

Table 6.5 - Accelerated Failure Time Mixture Cure (ATFMC) Models of Candidacy Decision Making 

Model # 6.1 6.2 6.3 6.4 6.5

19.111*** 8.522 9.367 1.840 19.036***
(.021) (.041)

-18.408*** -7.289 13.400 2.606 -18.964***
(.082) (.119)

0.300*** .425 .488 -.003 .295***
(.309) (.043)

-0.275*** -.500 -1.200 .388 -.301***
(.037) (.040)

Intercept

Treatment

Est. Cure 

Rate
a 33%

Relative 

Survival
b 76%

Treatment

Intercept

23%

61%

0%

30%

Elected 

(Open Seat)

Cure Probability Model:

Failure Time Distribution Model:

48%

74%

Experience

1%

147%

Elected
Current 

(vs. Fmr)
Incumbent Open Seat

b
 Survival rate relative to the control group.  If less than 100%, survival time is shortened.

a
 An estimation of the percent of the treatment group that will be "cured", or end up not being at 

risk of becoming a candidate at some point along the decision timeline.

 
 

For each specification of experience, two models are presented.  The Cure 

Probability Model is the “incidence” portion of the AFTMC formula while the “latentcy” 

portion is captured in the Failure Time Distribution Model.  The former uses a logistic 

regression with a logit link function to estimate the cure rate, or the portion of the 

potential candidate pool that is assumed to not emerge as a candidate, based on the 

treatment.  Coefficients and bootstrapped standard errors are estimated in R using the 
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“smcure” package (Cai, et al. 2012)
7
.  Looking at  Model 6.1, one third of the potential 

candidates are predicted to not emerge as candidates.
8
  The lower panel of the Table 

includes the coefficients for an AFT model without a specified underlying distribution (Li 

and Taylor 2002).  Here, a negative coefficient on the treatment variable indicates a lower 

survival rate when compared to the control group.  Once again looking at Model 6.1, the 

survival rate for elected officials is about 76% of the survival rate for potential candidates 

without electoral experience.  The relative survival shows how the survival of the 

treatment group compares to the control group.  In the context of the pool of potential 

candidates, a lower survival rate means an increased rate in becoming a candidate.   

Model 6.2 investigates the candidacy decisions of potential candidates with 

elected office experience, but differentiates between those that are currently serving in an 

elected position, and those that had held an office in the past.  As predicted in H4d, 

current officeholders are entering the race earlier than former officeholders, as shown by 

a relative survival rate of 69%.  Using the cure rate of 23% for current officeholders, the 

conditional survival time for Model 6.2 means that just under a quarter of officeholders 

                                                      

7
 The authors acknowledge that given the complex estimation procedure and the use of the EM algorithm, 

standard errors are not directly available.  The authors prescribe using bootstrapping methods to obtain 

estimates of the standard errors, though this procedure is extremely difficult computationally.  At the 

moment, estimates for the standard errors are available on complete dataset for two of the models.  For the 

others, several computers are working on producing estimates.  While adjusting several options for the 

functions can speed up computation time, the coefficient estimates and standard errors we are concerned 

with are for the full dataset.  After consulting with numerous colleagues and the authors of the R package, 

the fact the computation time is long does not necessarily mean that the standard errors would result in 

insignificant coefficients, especially give the substantive conclusions of the model estimates.   
8
 The cure rate is calculated using the formula .  A negative coefficient on the 

treatment indicates the cure rate for the treatment group is higher than for the control group. 
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will are assumed to not enter the race at all, and the Failure Time Distribution Model 

predicts how the others will survive in the potential candidate pool.   

The estimated cure rate of 0% is not surprising, as incumbents are unlikely to 

keep their plans private through the filing deadline.  Just as shown in the non-parametic 

estimates of the survival curve above (Figure 6.6), the relative survival rate for 

incumbents is 30% of the rate for non-incumbents.  This means that incumbents are 

making decisions quite quickly compared to other potential competitors.  The “smcure” 

package can also plot the predicted survival curves that result from the semi-parametric 

AFTMC model.  Figure 6.10 shows the result for incumbents (dashed line) compared to 

non-incumbents (solid line).   

 

Figure 6.10 - Estimated Survival Functions for Incumbents and Non-Incumbents Using AFTMC 

Model 
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While the previous models had a notable cure rate, when comparing open seat 

races with non-open races (H5a), the cure probability model finds that there is little 

reason to believe those in open seat races are less likely to emerge independent of the 

failure time model.  Unlike the previous models, here, the AFT model finds that 

individuals considering openseat races are surviving longer (by 47%) in the pool of 

potential candidates, when compared to potential candidates that may have to face an 

incumbent in either the primary or the general election.    

Model 6.5 examines only open seat races to compare how they impact challengers 

with or without electoral experience (H5b).  Almost half of the potential candidates that 

have held elected office at some point in their careers are predicted to not emerge as 

candidates.  In other words, open seat races will certainly increase the amount of interest 

and stir the ambitions of many, but politicians will still be strategic when weighing a run.  

But just as in Model 6.1, elected officeholders will still make decisions sooner than those 

potential candidates without electoral expereice, as shown by the relative survival rate of 

74%.  This means that elected potential candidates are deciding at a rate that is 74% of 

the rate at which unelected officials are surviving.   

When considering the ordinal levels of experience, as shown in Table 6.6, once 

again the cure models do not predict any change in the rate of candidacy when each of 

the three levels of varying electoral experience are compared with the baseline category 

of potential candidates without any relevant experience.  The Failure Time Distribution 

Model show that incumbents are experiencing events much faster than those potential 

candidact in the fourth category of experience.  The second level of experience (e.g. US 
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House members or governors) are remaining in the pool at a rate of 20% longer than the 

baseline, and those on the third level are emerging at roughly the same rate as those 

without electoral experience.   

Table 6.6 - AFTMC Model for Ordinal Levels of Experience 

23.485

-7.451

-18.964

-.059

.821

-.899

.183

-.003

Note: Baseline = Experience4

a
 An estimation of the percent of the treatment group that will be 

"cured", or not be at risk of becoming a candidate.

b
 Survival rate relative to the control group.  If less than 100%, 

survival time is shortened.

Experience3

Ordinal Experience 1 - 4

Model 6.6

Cure Probability Model:

Failure Time Distribution Model:

0%

Est. Cure Rate
a

0%

100%

41%

Relative Survival
bIntercept

Experience1

Experience2

Experience2

Experience3

Intercept

Experience1

1%

120%

 

6.9 – Recapitulation of Impact of Experience on Candidacy Decisions 

Several testable hypotheses emerged from the Theory of Strategic Candidacy 

Decisions surrounding the timing of when potential candidates announce their future 

plans.  By using several specifications of experience and by utilizing both non- and semi-
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parametric methods, it is clear that the experience levels of potential candidates play a 

role in the timing of individual candidacy decisions.  Because a certain portion of the 

potential candidates at risk for entering a race may remain in the pool as the filing 

deadline occurs, a surviving fraction was incorporated into AFT survival models as 

proscribed by the literature (Yamaguchi 1992, Zhang and Peng 2006, Cai, et al. 2012).  

As a result, I was able to quantify the effect of different levels of experience on 

emergence and the timing of that emergence.   

Though it was argued that the decisions of some potential candidates are 

influential in the calculus of other potential candidates, this chapter does not speak to 

these interactions directly.  Using these results of a baseline, the following chapter 

incorporates several brief case studies and new covariates in an attempt to capture the 

dynamics that exists over the course of a decision timeline and between potential 

candidates.    
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“It's there, in the dark territory of the human brain where everything happens. If we 

could open it, enlighten and study it in detail, then we'd have a deadly weapon to win 

elections, build leaderships and protect governments.” 

-Daniel Eskibel
1
 

 

Chapter 7  - Strategic Interactions of Potential Candidates 

Regardless of how private or personal the actual decision to run for office may be, 

these choices are not made in a vacuum.  Prospective officeholders forecast the national 

political tides, the conditions within a district, and the behavior of potential competitors 

when weighing whether to begin a campaign.  As described in Chapter 1, the early 

decisions of several high quality challengers likely pre-empted the decisions of other 

ambitious officeholders that were interested in the Senate seat vacated by Senator 

Voinovich (R-OH).  If scholars are concerned about how the slate of candidates is 

constructed, and how the process can affect the quality of representation, it is critical to 

look beyond election results.  While the effort to identify a pool of potential candidates 

for each primary race is valuable, it is more important to understand the process that 

connects this pool to the final names on the ballot.  In the years and months leading up to 

each race, politicians are jockeying for position.  Potential candidates must decide not 

only whether they should enter the race, but also, when should they throw their hats into 

the electoral ring.  In truth, understanding the inner-workings of individual races is 

extremely difficult, but the rewards for scholars that take up this challenge are rich with 

information about the dynamics of congressional campaigns.  In his detailed collection of 

                                                      

1
 Eskibel is a psychologist and political consultant who blogs at: http://www.politicalpsychology.net 

http://www.politicalpsychology.net/
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essays, Thomas Kazee (1994) examines nine congressional races from the 1992 cycle.  

By exploring these competitions in great depth, unique contextual factors, and the 

strategic behavior of political actors emerge.  While this level of depth sacrifices breadth, 

our understanding of ambition and emergence is incomplete without getting inside of the 

black box of how congressional races unfold.   

In this chapter, I wrestle with these challenges as I investigate how the changing 

field of candidates over the course of the decision timeline influences the behavior of 

potential candidates still considering a race.  After a brief case study of the primaries 

leading up to the 2010 Senate race in Florida, I augment the data on the timing of 

candidacy decisions to test several hypotheses dealing with the strategic interactions of 

potential candidates, and the impact that the timing of decisions for certain candidates can 

have on how these primary races unfold. 

 

7.1 – Inside the Black Box: The 2010 Race for the Senate in Florida 

 

Ambitions are stimulated by “changes both in the political environment and the 

individual’s relation to that environment” (Fowler 1993, 88).  Following Fenno’s (1978) 

method of “soaking and poking”, Kazee brings together a collective of case studies to 

“begin to fathom the complex interactions between ambition and context” (1994, 15).   

While this project takes a bird’s eye view of how Senate primaries unfold, the detailed 

data collection process yielded instructive examples of this interplay between potential 

candidates.  While each race has a story to tell, the long campaign leading up to the 2010 
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election for the US Senate in Florida provides a glimpse into the dynamics present as 

races ebb and flow their way to Election Day.    

 

7.1.1 – Setting the Stage: Martinez Retires 

 

Citing a “desire for more free time and a less scheduled life”, Mel Martinez (R-

FL) decided against running for a second term in the Senate.  He announced his 

retirement on December 2, 2008, nearly two years before the election.  While his 

supporters cast little doubt on his ability to use his base along the I-4 corridor and his 

strength in South Florida to propel him to another victory, it was widely believed that the 

Democrat Party would affix a target on his back (Cillizza 2008).  Regardless of the 

impetus behind his decision, the stage was set for an intense pair of primary races that 

would develop over the next 16 months.  In the end (as shown previously in Table 4.2), 

my data collection process uncovered 40 individuals of varying political experience that 

took a keen interest in the open seat.  By primary election day, voters from each party 

entered the voting booth with a choice between just four candidates.  How did these eight 

candidates emerge from a much larger pool of ambitious potential candidates?  Accounts 

such as this contribute to our understanding of ambition, candidate emergence, and 

ultimately, representation.  

7.1.2 – The Road to the Democratic Primary 

 

After news broke on the open Senate seat, speculation among Democrats and the 

media surrounded members of the US House delegation including Kendrick Meek, Ron 

Klein, and Debbie Wasserman-Shultz, along with Florida’s Chief Financial Officer, Alex 
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Sink (Cillizza 2008).  On the same day as the retirement announcement, Wasserman-

Shultz, who was being recruited regardless of whether or not Martinez was running, 

bowed out (Man 2008).  In addition, Jim Naugle, the term limited mayor of Fort 

Lauderdale, also declined despite his phone “ringing off the hook”, opting instead to wait 

until his daughter grew up before running in such a race (Wallman 2008).   

With the 111
th

 Congress barely underway, Representative Kendrick Meek tossed 

his hat into the ring on January 13
th

, becoming the first declared candidate: “I want to be 

a fighter for Florida with a strong voice that won’t let the special interests stand in the 

way of what’s right” (Glass 2009).  Despite the Democratic Senate Campaign Committee 

and EMILY’s List, a pro-choice interest group that helps female candidate fundraise 

actively recruiting her, Florida’s Chief Financial Office Alex Sink opted out of the race 

three days later.  Announcing that she would instead run for re-election, Sink alleged her 

“skills and abilities are of greatest use here in Florida, where I am honored to serve as 

CFO”.  Some speculated that her real ambition might lie in running for Governor in 2014, 

which was held at the time by Republican Charlie Crist (Kraushaar 2009c).
2
   

Though she did not mention Meek in her statement, one cannot help but wonder 

what role he played in her decision.  While it is impossible to get inside the black box of 

a politician’s mind to understand his or her ambitions, sometimes a direct quote is the 

next best thing.  Reacting to Sink’s exit from the pool of potential candidates, State 

Senator Dan Gelber saw an opening for him to enter the Senate race.  “I had been really 

                                                      

2
 Interesting, after Crist declared his candidacy for the Senate in May of 2009, Sink ran for the governor. 



 

153 

waiting for her [decision].  I am a personal friend, and I have a lot of admiration for her” 

(Deslatte 2009).  At the time of his announcement, there was also evidence that Gelber 

would hire Steve Schale, a political consultant responsible for part of Obama’s successful 

Florida operation in 2008.  As scholars have noted, hiring notable consultants can be sign 

of a strength for a candidate (Thurber and Nelson 2000), and a signal to potential 

supporters that a campaign will be competitive and worth their investment.  While this 

example of friendship and deference between Sink and Gelber certainly exists in politics, 

sometimes the presence of divisive primaries (Kenney and Rice 1984, Herrnson and 

Gimpel 1995) may result when ambition trumps relationships.  

  Whether he was hoping for other potential candidates to defer to him or not, they 

did not yield, and with speculation that his prospects were diminished with Meek and 

Gelber already in the race, Congressman Allen Boyd stopped considering a Senate run by 

the end of January.  Taking an optimistic stand, the bloggers at Swing State Project 

(Crisitunity 2009) argued that Democrats should be happy to not have an additional open 

House seat to defend in 2010.   Even weeks after her exit from consideration, Alex Sink’s 

decision against running for the open Senate still reverberated in the minds of other 

potential candidates, including Pam Iorio, mayor of Tampa.  “It was not something I was 

considering when there was a possibility that Alex Sink might run, but since she bowed 

out, I have had people talk to me about it.  So I am analyzing it, and that’s where I am 

right now.  I have not ruled it out.”  Writers for Creative Loafing Tampa, argued that her 

candidacy should be a no brainer, given that she might be the lone female candidate, the 

only candidate from the I-4 corridor, and the possibility of a split vote among Democrats 
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in South Florida between Meek and Gelber.  On the other hand, the more moderate Iorio 

was not as entrenched with the Democratic Party, which might raise difficulties in raising 

the millions of dollars necessary to mount a serious campaign (Garcia 2009).
3
 

Even by February of 2009, it was clear that potential competitors would have to 

raise huge sums of money to be competitive, especially when other candidates like Meek 

had a head start.  Thanks to a single event with former President Clinton and Chris 

Korge, a Miami businessman who had been a key fundraiser for both Bill and Hilary, 

Meek raised $500,000.  Since he entered the race a month earlier, Meek already had hired 

his own political consultant and was lining up key supporters throughout the state.  The 

prowess of his campaign did not escape the notice of the Service Employees International 

Union (SEIU), who made an unusually early endorsement.  Even though they expected 

others to enter the race, the SEIU president said their leadership was “barraged” by union 

members around the state to support Meek’s young candidacy (March 2009a).  With just 

over two months passing since the open race was apparent, and one month of 

campaigning under his belt, he had a significant fundraising advantage and a key 

endorsement from a union with 45,000 active and retired nurses, health care aides, public 

employees, and janitors.  His early entrance into the race was certainly paying dividends, 

both in preparing him to battle his primary opponents, but also in dissuading other 

candidates from entering the fray. 

                                                      

3
 In the end, Iorio opted against running on May 11, 2009: 

http://www.myfoxtampabay.com/dpp/news/local/hillsborough/iorio_not_running_051109 

http://www.myfoxtampabay.com/dpp/news/local/hillsborough/iorio_not_running_051109
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Over the next few months, several potential candidates found other opportunities 

more preferable to the uncertainty they would face in running for the Senate seat.  While 

jumping into a race early may have benefits for some, others may benefit from being 

more patient.  Alex Sink decided that seeking re-election was her best move, but this 

provided the opportunity for Gelber to enter the Senate race.  Though businessman and 

former Obama fundraiser Frank Sanchez had also been mulling a run to serve in the 

Senate, he was tapped by the President for the third highest position in the Department of 

Commerce – the Undersecretary of International Trade (Smith 2009b).   

With $1.8million in his campaign account and no other Democrats in the Senate 

race at the start of 2009, Representative Ron Klein was strongly considering entering the 

race.  But by the end of May, he saw a shrinking path to victory and decided it was best 

for his future to run for re-election: “I believe that I can best serve South Floridians by 

remaining in the US House and this time and fight to create jobs and revive our 

economy.”  It is also notable that just ten days prior to Klein’s announcement, Governor 

Charlie Crist proclaimed his intention to run for the Senate, and even though he is a 

Republican, his emergence likely cooled the desire of some potential Democratic 

candidates (Preston and Hamby 2009).   

Another potential Senate candidate, state legislator Dave Aronberg also found 

new opportunities thanks to the reshuffling of officeholders.  With Crist leaving the 

Governor’s Mansion for a chance at the Senate, Attorney General Bill McCollum, who 

had once been considered a potential Senate candidate decided to run for Crist’s old 

position.  As a result, in early June, Aronberg jumped at the opportunity for a seemingly 
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easier task of running for Attorney General, as opposed to sparring for the US Senate 

(Whitehead 2009).  Even over the course of a race, ambitious politicians are very 

responsive to Schlesinger’s fluid opportunity structure (1966).  Joe Allen, a teacher and 

frequent political candidate in Florida politics decided at the end of August that the 

governor’s race was preferred to running for a trip to Washington (Smith 2009a).  On 

October 7, former Miami Mayor Maurice Ferre “launched his upstart bid for the US 

Senate, banking on political experience and potential appeal in the fast-growing Hispanic 

community to overtake rivals with multi-million dollar head starts” (Reinhard 2009b).  

His opinion of his rivals was certainly true, as reports to the FEC showed that Meek had 

raised $2.7dollars in the first six months of his campaign.  

With the filing deadline still months away, the Democratic primary had taken 

shape.  Observers had briefly discussed two other possible candidates, including state 

Senator Buddy Dyer, and former US Representative Jim Davis, but the filing deadline 

came and went without a word from either.  At the last minute, two final contenders did 

jump into the race, including political novice Glenn Burkett, and multi-millionaire Jeff 

Greene (Bennett 2010).  Undeterred by the odds and the fact that over 60% of the voters 

had never heard of him according to a Quinnipiac University poll, Green pledged to 

spend “whatever it takes to be competitive”.  While Greene did not need a long campaign 

to raise money (he declared over $14million in total receipts in his Pre-Primary reported 

to the FEC), he still fell about 240,000 votes shy of Meek, who went on to win the 

primary.   
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7.1.3 – The Road to the Republican Primary 

 
When Martinez announced his retirement, Jeb Bush was among the first names to 

be tossed around by the media and Republicans on the state and national level, though 

some cautioned him to change his name and disassociate himself from the low approval 

rating of his brother (Mooney 2008).  Though few doubt his ambition to run for another 

office, with many predicting a run for the White House in 2016, Bush took himself out of 

consideration for the open Senate seat on January 6, 2009. “While the opportunity to 

serve my state and country during these turbulent and dynamic times is compelling, now 

is not the right time to return to elected office.  In the coming months and years, I hope to 

play a constructive role in the future of the Republican Party”.  One Republican strategist 

reacted to the news predicting “a very bloody primary for US and possibly the 

Democrats.  His candidacy would have cleared the field for Republicans.  I cannot 

imagine the craziness” (Mooney 2009).  

 In following the race through media accounts, it seems as though many 

Republicans had expected Bush to run, or had not considered the possibility of a 

Martinez retirement in the first place.  In a strategic move that was seen occasionally over 

the nine elections included in this project, Governor Charlie Crist said he would make a 

decision about the race in May, which likely caused many potential candidates to remain 

in a holding pattern (Kraushaar 2009b). Per a Quinnipiac poll in mid-January, the front-

runner for the Republicans was Bill McCollum, Florida’s Attorney General and a two-

time candidate for the Senate.  But by the end of the month, McCollum announced a run 

was not in his future (Crisitunity 2009).  At the urging of several senators, Joe 
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Scarborough, former congressional representative and host of “The Morning Joe”, was 

also considering a run.  He said he was trying to decide “whether he could have as much 

influence on public policy as one of 100 senators as he does now on his MSNBC 

program” (Davis 2009).  With rumors swirling, an MSNBC spokesman said on February 

9
th

 it was something Scarborough was not considering.  In a playful exchange with the 

White House Press Secretary the following morning, Robert Gibbs questioned whether it 

would be “Senator Joe”, to which Scarborough replied, “Absolutely not!” (Barr 2009). 

 Hoping to create his own sound bite, former state chief medical officer and a 

losing candidate for Florida’s 23
rd

 Congressional District in 2008, Marion Thorpe 

announced his candidacy in March.  Despite announcing that he was the first African 

American Republican in the country to announce a Senate candidacy, “a fact that will 

come in handy for the GOP should Kendrick Meek gain the Democratic nomination” 

(Staff 2009), Thorpe made little noise on the campaign and eventually was kicked off the 

ballot after failing to file with the FEC (Ingram 2010).   

 Though he had been debating his own political future for months, US 

Representative Connie Mack IV sent a letter to Governor Crist that also found its way 

into the Tampa Bay Times:   

“Dear Charlie: Based on ongoing press speculation, I know that you are giving serious 

consideration to the question of whether to seek re-election, or whether to instead seek 

election to the United States Senate.  As you contemplate this decision, I want to let you 

know that I have decided not seek election to the US Senate in 2010, and that I will 

instead seek re-election to the US House of Representatives.  I also want you to know 

that, as you contemplate your own political future, I will be your strongest supporter and 

champion - regardless of whether you seek re-election or election to the Senate.  The 

people of Florida are lucky to have you as a public servant, and I'm fortunate to have you 



 

159 

as my friend. No matter the decision you make, we will all be fortunate to have you 

standing up for Florida in the years to come.  Sincerely, Connie Mack” (Allison 2009). 

Although not a favorite out of the gate, State Senator Marco Rubio would eventually take 

on the lead role in the race for the Senate.  Like Mack, it seemed that he was also aware 

that a Crist candidacy was on the horizon.  Rubio announced his run via a video on his 

website on May 5
th

: “I’m under no illusions about how difficult this will be.  I know that 

there are people more famous than I who may enter this race” (Bennett 2009).    

 Sure enough, less than a week after Rubio entered, Governor Crist announced he 

would not run for re-election, opting instead to campaign for the US Senate.  

Interestingly, a Quinnipiac poll from the previous April had asked voters who they would 

support in a hypothetical race between these two Republicans, and the results showed 

Crist with a 46% advantage over Rubio (54% to 8%).  In addition, Chairman John 

Cornyn (R-TX) and the rest of his National Republican Senatorial Committee strongly 

backed Crist as well (Bohn and Walsh 2009).  Despite these potential setbacks, Rubio’s 

Twitter account brimmed with confidence: “Disappointed GOP senate comm endorses 

Crist on day 1.  Remember that reform must always come from the outside.  Status quo 

won’t change itself.”
4
 

 Not surprisingly, the presence of Crist in the race set off a slew of once interested 

politicians choosing different outlets for their ambitions.  On the same day, US 

Representative Vern Buchanan stepped aside, announced he would run for re-election,  

                                                      

4
 www.twitter.com/marcorubio 

http://www.twitter.com/marcorubio
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and endorsed the Governor (Martin 2009, Preston and Hamby 2009).  A week later, State 

Senator Jeff Atwater decided to run for the post of Chief Financial Officer (Man 2009).  

Recall Alex Sink vacated this office in order to run for Crist’s old position as Governor.  

Though he also stepped aside, Congressman Jeff Miller endorsed Rubio in late June 

(March 2009b). While this was the highest ranking Florida politician to back Rubio, it 

was still an uphill climb for the young state senator, especially with Crist reporting 

$4.3million in fundraising from April and June (Reinhard 2009a).  At the end of the 

summer, another potential candidate, St. Petersburg Mayor Rick Baker turned his 

attention to the post Attorney General, thinking it would lead to less time away from his 

family than a run for Senate or Governor (Smith 2009c). 

 Though it was long assumed that their interest in moving between chambers on 

Capitol Hill had subsided since the emergence of Crist in the summer before, the future 

of the Diaz-Balart brothers became clear with just over two months remaining until the 

April 30
th

 filing deadline.   While Lincoln would retire from the House, Mario decided to 

run for his brother’s old seat, which was in a district that is slightly more conservative 

and included more Cuban constituents (Kraushaar 2010a, Miller and Blake 2010).  

Though he had been trying to seek funds for a run, Bob Smith, former Senator from New 

Hampshire, eventually gave up his idea of returning to Washington to represent the 

Sunshine State in March (Cassidy 2010).  As the decision timeline came to a close, two 

political unknowns decided to join the race.  Real estate agent Billy Kogut entered in 

lateMarch, while Physician William Escoffery made his plans known on the day of the 
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filing deadline.  While they each received around 100,000 votes in the primary, the battle 

between Crist and Rubio was the main event.  On April 29
th

, Crist announced that he 

would abandon the Republican nomination and take on Meek and Reubio as an 

Independent (Fritze 2010a). 

7.1.4 – Reflections on the Florida Primaries 

 

In the end, four candidates in each party were on the ballot on the morning of the 

primary election.  While the media coverage of the three-way contest for a ticket to 

Washington was one of the most closely followed races of the election cycle, the early 

interactions between these candidates and other potential candidates with similar 

ambitions went largely unnoticed.  By unfolding the primary elections, it is clear that 

Kazee’s (1994) approach is worthwhile; the interplay between the changing context and 

the actors involved in each race is crucial if we are to understand ambition and candidate 

emergence.  In the end, the winner of every congressional election is charged with 

representing hundreds of thousands (often millions) of Americans, yet we often look past 

the dynamics that are involved in the months and years leading up to Election Day.   

Although the interactions between potential candidates in many races will not 

eclipse the drama that came out of the races to fill Florida’s open seat, each primary race 

has a unique character.  The various dynamics witnessed in these two races are not unlike 

those in other races around the country.  As evidenced by the data collection effort for 

this project, most experienced potential candidates, such as members of the US House or 

the Governor, kept close tabs on the behavior of other ambitious politicians with similar 
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levels of experience.  On the other hand, novices with little or no experience as 

candidates seem to operate in a world far away from most political heavyweights.  For 

those politicians in between these extremes, such as state legislators, most had one eye on 

the Senate race, while the other eye canvassed the political landscape in search of other 

races to serve as outlets for their political ambitions.   

Was Marco Rubio the best candidate for Florida Republicans?  Could the 

Democrats have won had someone other than Meek ran?  Or, would Meek have been able 

to defeat a Crist were he able to get the Republican nomination?  While the 

counterfactuals are impossible to know for certain, how the race unfolded resulted in 

Senator Marco Rubio entering Washington to represent nearly 20 million residents of the 

Sunshine State.  Had potential candidates changed their decisions, or the timing of their 

decisions, it is possible that the race may have unfolded quite differently. 

 

7.2 – A Bird’s Eye View of Strategic Interactions in Candidacy 

Decisions 

 

 While this sort of in-depth analysis of a specific race illuminates much of the 

complexity involved in the primary process, each race has distinctive characteristics.  In 

the previous chapter, the role that experience plays in influencing the timing of decisions 

of potential candidates was investigated, though the interactions between candidates took 

place behind the scenes.  While it is impossible to empirically model the specific details 

of each race, this chapter takes a first step in that direction by introducing data to capture 
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how the strategic actions of some politicians can alter the composition of the potential 

candidate pool over the course of the decision timeline.    

7.2.1 – Asymmetric Influence of Potential Senate Candidates 

 

Following from the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions, not all individuals 

are able to influence the potential candidate pool.  The ability to ward off challengers is 

one of the key advantages that experienced politicians have, and this is an easier task 

when it occurs earlier in the decision timeline.  Whether an incumbent confirms a re-

election bid or a high quality challenger enters an open race, the field of potential 

candidates will notice.  On the other hand, if someone with little experience enters a race, 

it is much less likely to have a ripple effect through the field.   

Politicians with the highest level of experience and political gravitas (e.g. Senate 

incumbents, US Representatives or the governor) can improve their odds of primary 

success by entering early in the decision timeline.  As these candidates hoard resources 

like money, endorsements, and media attention, they are not only improving their 

chances of winning the election over the rest of the field, but they are also hoping to 

shape how that field develops.  Such campaign activities lessen the uncertainty 

surrounding a run, but increase the uncertainty for other potential candidates.  For those 

politicians with less experience, early campaign decisions do not carry the same potential.  

While the occasional well-known name will jump into a race early in the timeline, the 

majority of these individuals see less advantage in early campaign decisions.  Unable to 

compete for resources, an early entrance comes with great uncertainty in one’s ability to 
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mount a serious campaign.  By holding back from making premature decisions, these 

ambitious individuals might find a better opportunity to run for a different position.  With 

multiple races taking place at any given time, as politicians shuffle across the opportunity 

structure, new positions are likely to open up. 

As politicians declare their candidacies for the Senate primaries in this study, they 

will have asymmetric influence in the decisions of other politicians.  The behavior of the 

most experienced, and thus perceived highest quality, candidates will ripple through the 

potential candidate pool, while the decisions of lower quality candidates will not have a 

direct impact on the decisions of ambitious office-seekers.   

7.2.2 – Several Hypotheses 

 

In this chapter, I use an alternative strategy to test the same hypotheses from 

Chapter 5 to see how the experience level of potential candidates influences the timing of 

candidacy decisions.  In addition, I will test additional hypotheses dealing with the 

interactions of potential candidates by constructing a new variable to serve as a proxy for 

the dynamic nature of the decision timeline.  The hypotheses tested in this chapter 

include:  

From Chapter 6,  

H4a: In general, higher quality (more experienced candidates) will make 

candidacy decisions sooner than lower quality potential candidates, c.p. 

 

H4b: Potential candidates with electoral experience will make decisions 

prior to those potential candidates without any electoral experiences, 

ceteris paribus. 
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H4c: Current officeholders considering a race will make candidacy 

decisions earlier than former officeholders, c.p.   

 

H4d: Incumbents will make candidacy decisions earlier than non-

incumbent potential candidates, c.p. 

 

 

H5a: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy decisions than races 

involving an incumbent, c.p. 

 

H5b: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy decisions, but the 

affect will be larger for more experienced potential candidates, c.p. 

 

New hypotheses testing the asymmetric influence of candidacy decisions include: 

H6: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, the pace 

of candidacy decisions will quicken, c.p. 

 

H7a: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, 

potential candidates with electoral experience still considering the race 

will make decisions slower than non-experienced potential candidates, 

c.p. 

 

H7b: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, 

current officeholders will survive in the pool of potential candidates 

longer than former officeholders, c.p. 

 

H7c: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, 

incumbents still deciding whether to run for re-election will be slower to 

make candidacy decisions, c.p.  

 

H7d: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, 

potential candidates with higher levels of experience will be slower to 

make decisions than those with less experience, c.p. 

 

H8a: As the number of experienced candidates in a race increases, open 

seat races will see slower decisions than races against an incumbent, c.p. 

 

H8b: As the number of experience candidates in an open seat race 

increases, potential candidates with electoral experience will be slower to 

make decisions than potential candidates without electoral experience, 

c.p.. 
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H9: The effect of each additional candidate in a race on survival times of 

potential candidates will lessen as the number of experienced candidates 

in a race increases, c.p.    

 

In short, each of these new hypotheses tests the asymmetric influence that an 

increasing number of candidates in the race that have electoral experience.  While the 

logic of H3b-H5b follow from the previous chapter, these hypotheses can be tested once 

again using an alternative modeling strategy.  The models to test the new hypotheses will 

incorporate covariates that were not available using the techniques in the previous 

chapter. 

To test these, I rely heavily on the construction of a counter for each race that 

accumulates the number of individuals in the race that have held elected office 

previously.  Sometimes I will refer to these as the number of high quality (#HQ) 

candidates.  As outlined above, the presence of strong candidates in the race will have 

asymmetric influences on other potential candidates.  As stated in H6, in general, more 

experienced candidates in a race will correspond to shorter survival times for potential 

candidates, though this is not necessarily a causal relationship.  The counter for the 

number of high quality candidates is much more likely to increase over time, just as the 

number of candidates that emerge will also increase.  Besides, inexperienced challengers 

are also more likely to emerge at the end of the timeline.  While this is not my 

expectation for different levels of experience, this hypothesis does not make this 

discrimination; the remaining hypotheses make specific claims about the impact of 

different types of experience.   
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H7a states that as more candidates with electoral experience enter the race, 

potential candidates with elected experience that are still considering the race will be 

slower to make candidacy decisions than those potential candidates without electoral 

experience.  In other words, the impact of the number of strong candidates in the race will 

affect potential candidates differently, depending on whether or not they have held 

elected office.  With higher competition comes more uncertainty.  Potential candidates 

with electoral experience will be much more cautious about entering a race, and 

therefore, they will survive longer in the pool of potential candidates.  The logic extends 

to current (vs. former) officeholders (H7b) and incumbents (H7c).  If these individuals 

are still considering running for the Senate, they are more likely to remain in the pool of 

potential candidates longer as the quality of the candidates already in the race increases.  

For some incumbents, a strong field developing even before they announce their re-

election campaign could be a reason to reassess the decision between another campaign 

and a strategic retirement.  H7c predicts that the increasing number of candidates in a 

race will less affect the decisions of former officeholders, than potential candidates that 

currently hold office.  With each new experienced challenger that enters the race, some 

potential candidates that occupy other elected positions while no longer consider a Senate 

campaign to be viable, while former officeholders are not necessarily constrained by 

these considerations.  I will test H7d using the ordinal levels of experience utilized in 

previous chapters. 

H8a tests if the impact that of a more competitive field has on the timing of 

decisions varies based on whether the race is for an open seat.  In the previous chapter, 
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potential candidates for open seat races were also slower to make candidacy decisions 

than those pondering a race against an incumbent.  When controlling for the context of 

the race and the number of high quality candidates in the race, I believe the interaction of 

these two variables will show lengthened survival times for participants in open seat 

races.  In other words, the increasing quality of candidates in the race will have a larger 

impact on delaying candidacy decisions in open races than in those races involving an 

incumbent.  Focusing explicitly on open seat races, H8b predicts that just as in H7a, 

elected officials will be more cautious, as shown by longer survival times, than un-

elected officials, when they witness the number of high quality challengers in a race 

increasing.  

Just as Chapter 5 used a quadratic term of the number of candidates in a race to 

see how the effect of a growing field decreased as the number increased, H9 posits that 

the impact of more high quality candidates in a race will diminish as that number 

increases.  In other words, the ripple effect of an additional high quality candidate will be 

less when moving from 2 to 3 candidates than it would be moving from 1 to 2 high 

quality candidates.  I test this hypothesis for each of the different specifications of 

experience. 
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7.3 – Empirical Strategy  

7.3.1 – Data Manipulations 

Short of analyzing each race like the 2010 Florida primaries above, it is near 

impossible to quantify the detailed dynamics of individual races in a systematic fashion.  

My strategy introduces time-varying covariates into survival models to see how the 

changing field of candidates influences the behavior of potential candidates still weighing 

a run.  The standard model below contains three parts: 1) a treatment variable, such as 

whether a potential candidate has held elected office, 2) a counter of the number of 

quality challengers already in a primary race at any given time
5
, and 3) an interaction of 

these variables to test for the asymmetries between how the field of candidates impacts 

potential candidates.   

In the dataset used in the previous chapter, each potential candidate was an 

observation.  In order to introduce time-dependent covariates into survival models, a 

dataset must have a observation for each potential candidate at each time during which 

they are at risk of experiencing an event (Broström 2012).  This forces researchers to 

decide the most appropriate time unit for the phenomenon of interest, such as hourly, 

daily, weekly, monthly, or yearly.  In this project, the event of interest is a candidacy 

decision.  I assume that each potential candidate had the option to enter a race each day. 

Even if two candidates entered on the same day, but several hours apart, they were coded 

as entering the race at the same time.  With the decision timeline of each race varying due 

                                                      

5
 Only the particular primary a potential candidate is considering joining, not both primaries for a particular 

seat in the Senate. 
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to different filing deadlines, I standardized races across years and states by putting them 

on a scale from 0 to 100, with 0 being the first of January of the pre-election year, and 

100 being the deadline for ballot access.   

As a result, for this chapter, potential candidates have the option to enter or 

decline a race over 101 intervals.  While the equivalence of these intervals is different 

across races, they are consistent within each race.  Using 2010 as an example, the earliest 

filing deadline was in Illinois (11/2/2009), while the latest deadline occurred in Delaware 

(7/30/2010).  Putting these races on a comparable 0-100 scale, each individual unit on the 

decision timeline varies from 3 and 5.8 days, respectively.  While there is no perfect way 

to make races comparable across states, this assumption for the scale of the decision 

timeline seems appropriate.   

The original dataset includes 3,321 individuals.  For each potential candidate, I 

added variables to count the number of candidates in the race at each of the 101 intervals 

on the decision timeline.  Next, this “wide” data format must be transformed into a new 

“long” dataset to contain an observation for each potential candidate at each time they 

were at risk of entering the campaign.
6
  For those that were in the pool for a short time, 

they will have fewer observations than potential candidates that remain in the pool for the 

entire timeline.  While one can write a loop to transform the original dataset into the 

“long” form one individual at a time, it is computationally complex given a large dataset 

plus a large number of time intervals.  Conveniently, a function written by John Fox can 

                                                      

6
 While many statistical programs have functions for transforming dataset between long and wide formats 

(such as ‘reshape’ in Stata or the ‘melt’ function in the “reshape” package in R (Wickham 2011), survival 

analysis requires datasets to include specific variables to complete empirical tests.   
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complete the same task very quickly (2002) while also constructing the unique variables 

necessary for survival analysis.  In the end, the “long” format of the candidacy decision 

dataset includes 217,955 observations, grouped by each individual candidate.  For each 

observation, a variable exists with the count of the number of high quality candidates 

(electoral experience) at that point in time for that specific potential candidate.   

With more than 600 individual primary races, the number of high quality (#HQ) 

candidates in a race varies from zero to seven.
7
  As shown in Table 7.1, there is a large 

skew towards races with very few quality candidates.  A fifth of all primary races lack 

any candidate with electoral experience, while just over half the races include only just 

one HQ candidate.  As I have argued, this chart should not be read as these races are 

lacking quality potential candidates.  Rather, these quality challengers have been hesitant 

to emerge.  Once a race becomes populated with one or two candidates with elected 

experience, it appears that other potential quality candidates are not willing to risk a run, 

especially given that many will likely give up their current office.  Less than ten percent 

of primary races include two or more quality candidates for the voters to choose from.  

The implications of this will be discussed in Chapter 9. 

                                                      

7
 This race was the jungle primary in Louisiana in 1996.  In this type of primary, candidates from all 

political parties are on a single ballot.  If no candidate receives a majority of the vote, the top two 

candidates participate in a runoff on the day of the general election, regardless of whether or not they are 

from the same party. 
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Table 7.1 - Number of Candidates with Electoral Experience in Primary Races 

HQ Candidates Frequency % Cumulative %

0 121 20% 20%

1 327 54% 73%

2 106 17% 91%

3 35 6% 96%

4 12 2% 98%

5 6 1% 99%

6 3 0% 100%

7 1 0% 100%

Totals 611 100%  

7.3.2 – Survival Methods with Time-Dependent Covariates 

 

In the previous chapter, I employed bivariate models to estimate the impact of 

experience on both the emergence of potential candidates, but also when that emergence 

may take place.  This strategy was selected because traditional survival techniques (AFT 

or Cox Proportional Hazard Models) assume that if the time period extends long enough, 

all individuals at risk will eventually experience an event, just as all living individuals 

will eventually die (Yamaguchi 1992).   The concept of a survival fraction was 

introduced (Farewell 1977, Miller 1981) and models were estimated using a semi-

parametric AFTMC (Zhang and Peng 2006).  The benefit of this approach allowed the 

survival model to be estimated without selecting an underlying distribution of survival 

times (Li and Taylor 2002).   

When determining the empirical strategy for the analysis in this chapter, I had to 

make a decision.  The methods for estimating the AFTMC models do not allow for time-
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dependent covariates.  On the other hand, traditional AFT survival analyses require a 

parametric distribution and do not account for the presence of a survival fraction.   

Previously, the lack of requiring a distributional assumption about the survival 

times was very appealing.  Because my focus was on understanding the relationship 

between experience and survival times, I constructed oversimplified models, often with 

just a treatment variable and a survival time.  Theoretically, I argue that the survival time 

depends on both the individual potential candidate, and the other individuals in the pool 

of potential candidates.  But in using the simple modeling strategy, the underlying 

dynamics over the course of the decision timeline were not modeled, even though they 

were argued to exist behind the scenes.  Even looking at the non-parametric estimates of 

the survival curves plotted in the previous chapter, the survival curves for different 

measures of experience are not proportional or constant over the decision timeline.  In 

these bivariate models, the selection of an underlying distribution sometimes altered the 

direction and significance of coefficients.  For these reasons, it was critical to estimate the 

survival fraction and avoid making inappropriate assumptions about the underlying 

distribution of survival times. 

But unlike the previous chapter, testing for strategic interaction is the main goal of 

this analysis.  Therefore, an empirical strategy must allow for time-dependent covariates.  

By including measures to capture some of the dynamics that occur over the course of the 

decision timeline, there is less concern about making distributional assumptions.  The 

Weibull distribution (Weibull 1951) is among the most popular for duration analysis, 

especially accelerated failure time models, due to its survival and hazard functions having 
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simple closed forms, and the relative ease of interpreting coefficients (Broström 2012).  

As a result, the models present below rely on this distribution when estimating the effects 

of experience and changing nature of candidates already in the primary race.  

7.4 – A Dynamic Analysis of the Timing of Candidacy Decisions  

 

Using the new dataset with nearly 218,000 observations grouped by individual 

potential candidate, I test the hypotheses by estimating several accelerated failure models 

using the “eha” package in R (Broström 2013).  It is important to note that the 

parameterization used by this package is different from the AFTMC models presented 

above.  Opposite of the previous chapter, for the models presented below, positive 

coefficients indicate shorter survival times (increasing hazard rates) where negative 

coefficients indicate longer survival times (decreasing hazard rates).
8
   

7.4.1 – Using High Quality Candidates in Race as a Linear Covariate 

 

Table 7.2 shows several model specifications for the first measures of experience.  

Models 7.1a-c use whether potential candidates have held elected office, 7.2a-c compare 

incumbents and non-incumbents, and 7.3a-c look at only potential candidates that have 

held elected office, but compares current officeholders (treatment) with former 

officeholders.  In each case, I expect a positive coefficient on the treatment variable, 

indicating shorter survival times, or quicker candidacy decisions.   

                                                      

8
 The  R functions “survreg” in the “survival” package (Therneau 2012) has a different parameterization 

used here, “aftreg”.  The latter allows for time dependent covariates grouped by individual while the former 

does not.  In short, the functions produce coefficients with opposite signs (see documentation for “aftreg” 

for more details: http://www.inside-r.org/packages/cran/eha/docs/aftreg).   

http://www.inside-r.org/packages/cran/eha/docs/aftreg
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Table 7.2 - Dynamic AFT Models for Several Measures of Experience 

7.1a 7.1b 7.1c 7.2a 7.2b 7.2c 7.3a 7.3b 7.3c

-.093*** -.092*** .052** .332*** .462*** .468*** .133** .142*** .242***
(.021) (.022) (0.025) (.032) (.034) (.034) (.055) (.056) (.067)

0.055*** .233*** .197*** .198*** .105*** .212***
(.010) (.011) (.009) (.010) (.025) (.042)

-.167*** -.110 -.153***
.021 (.140) (.052)

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1    n.s. = not significant

-- --

-- --

-- 82% 82% 90% 81%

-- -- 117%

Current (vs. Former)

--

Relative Survival

88% 87% 79%

--

--

110%

Incumbent (vs. Non-Inc)

--

Relative Survival

72% 63% 63%

Relative Survival

--

Interaction

#HQ

Treatment

--

Elected (vs. Non-Elected)

Treatment

#HQ

Interaction 118%----

79%95%--

-- -- n.s.

95%110%

 

Looking at the simple bivariate relationships (Models 7.1a, 7.2a, and 7.3a) 

between the treatment variable and survival times, the middle and right panel have 

positive coefficients as predicted.  In the left panel, the negative coefficient for potential 

candidates with electoral experience indicates that these individuals have longer survival 

times than non-elected potential candidates.  Looking at the Relative Survival 

percentages provides a more meaningful interpretation of the coefficients.
9
  The average 

survival time of potential candidates with elected experience is 10% longer than the 

survival rate of non-elected potential challengers, which is opposite of what was 

predicted in H4b.  Looking at incumbents in comparison to non-incumbents, the former is 

making candidacy decisions much quicker than the latter, with relative survival time of 

                                                      

9
 Given the different parameterization, the relative survival rate is exp(-coefficient).   
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72%.  When only elected potential candidates, current officeholders enter races at a rate 

that is 88% of the rate for former officeholders. 

In each of these three groups of models, as the number of candidates in the race 

with electoral experience increases, the rate of survival decreases for those potential 

candidates still considering the race.  In other words, as the race becomes more crowded, 

potential candidates are more likely to enter the race, just as hypothesized (H6).  At first 

blush, this may seem counterintuitive.  Many potential candidates do not have any 

electoral experience, and they are more likely to enter the race later in the timeline.  Once 

some potential candidates are scared off after the quality of candidates in the race 

increases, those remaining in the pool (lower quality) are not dissuaded from entering the 

race.    

Once the models include an interaction term, the relationship between experience 

and entry begins to make more sense; after all, the effect of a higher quality candidates in 

the race has unequal effects on the individuals still considering the race.  Looking at the 

left panel, first note that the coefficient on the treatment variable (Elected) in 7.1c has 

now become positive, indicating that controlling for the other variables in the model, 

elected officials are making decisions quicker than those without electoral experience, as 

predicted.  Second, the coefficient on #HQ is still positive, but the interaction term is 

negative.  In other words, for non-elected officials the model predicts an increase in the 

number of high quality candidates in the race speeds up entry into the race (#HQ), but in 

comparison, elected officials react in the opposite manner.  The negative coefficient 

indicates that as the quality of candidates in the race increases, elected officials that are 
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still considering the race are predicted to survive at a rate 18% longer than the 

inexperienced potential candidates.  For the right panel, current officeholders enter the 

race sooner than former officeholders (H4c), and the survival times for potential 

candidates shorten as the number of high quality candidates in the race increases (H6).  

Just as in the left panel, for current officeholders, survival times are 17% longer than the 

survival times for former officeholders when an additional high quality candidate enters 

the race (H7b). 

While the interaction term is not significant in the incumbent model (7.2c), 

current officeholders considering the race are less likely to emerge (longer survival times) 

when the number of high quality candidates in the race increases.  If you combine the 

coefficients #HQ with the interaction, the effect is still that survival times shortens when 

more high quality candidates are in the race.  This makes sense, especially in a 

competitive race.  With politicians being strategic about only entering race they can win, 

when a high number of experienced candidates enter a race, the race must truly be up for 

grabs.  As a result, more candidates think they have a shot at winning the nomination. 

Using this logic, the results of the incumbent models (7.2a-c) make more sense.  

Across each specification, being an incumbent increases the rate at which the individual 

enters the race (H4d), with relative survival times ranging from 72% to 63% of the 

survival times for non-incumbents.  Here, the coefficient on #HQ signifies shorter 

survival times (increased speed of enter a race) as the number of HQ candidates in a race 

increases.  If the incumbent is already in the race, this is a sign that competitors see an 

incumbent as vulnerable, or if the incumbent has decided to retire, the open seat tends to 
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increase attention.  Here, the interaction term is not significant; meaning the effect of an 

increasing number of quality candidates in the race is similar for incumbents and non-

incumbents, which is opposite of what was predicted in H7c.   

Table 7.3 includes two sets of models testing the hypotheses regarding open seat 

races.  In the left panel, potential candidates in an open seat race are the treatment group 

(as opposed to those in a race against an incumbent), and in the right panel, elected 

potential candidates are compared with un-elected potential challengers, but only for 

open seat races.  Just as in the previous chapter, being in an open seat race increases the 

survival time for potential candidates, which is opposite of what was hypothesized (H5a).  

Once the number of high quality candidates in the race is included in the model, this 

treatment group (those in open seat races) still experience longer survival times, but in 

each case (7.4b-c), survival times shorten as more high quality challengers enter the race 

(H6).  Remember, this might be evidence that ambitious office seekers believe the race to 

be up for grabs.  The interaction term in Model 7.4c shows that the impact of the number 

of quality candidates in a race does not vary between races with or without an incumbent 

(H8b). 
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Table 7.3 - Dynamic AFT Models for Open Seat Hypotheses 

7.4a 7.4b 7.4c 7.5a 7.5b 7.5c

-.067*** -.149*** -.156*** -.200*** -.176*** -.009
(.022) (.023) (.029) (.039) (.038) (.050)

.194*** .190*** .196 .243***
(.010) .013 (.015) (.017)

.007 -.138***
.018 (.029)

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1    n.s. = not significant

-- 82% 78%

-- -- 115%

Elected | Openseat

--

Relative Survival

122% 119% n.s.

--

--

-- 82% 83%

-- -- n.s.

Openseat (vs. Face Inc)

--

Relative Survival

107% 116% 117%

--

--

Treatment

#HQ

Interaction

Treatment

#HQ

Interaction

 
Models 7.5a-c isolate only candidates in open seat races and compare elected 

(treatment) versus un-elected potential candidates.  Interestingly, the first two 

specifications show that individuals with elected experience in open seat races are 

surviving around 20% longer in the potential candidate pool than those without any 

electoral experience (H5b).  Once the number of high quality candidates and the 

interaction term is included, the treatment coefficient loses significance.  Similar to other 

models, the coefficient on #HQ is negative (H6) and significant, showing that as the 

number of quality candidates in the race increases other potential candidates are quicker 

to enter the race, but as the interaction term shows, this is just true for those without 

electoral experience (H9).   While some of the results dealing with open seat races are 

opposite as originally theorized they do shed new light on the dynamics of these races.  It 

seems that while open seat races might encourage high quality candidates to enter early 
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(just like a multi-player game of chicken discussed in Chapter 3), once a high quality 

candidate establishes himself in the race, others are much more cautious.  At the same 

time, those with less experience are often un-deterred, possibly because they have less to 

lose in seeking the seat.     

Rather than use dichotomous specifications for experience, Table 7.4 shows the 

ordinal levels of experience to test H4a and H7d.  Here, the baseline is the group of 

potential candidates without any experience (Experience4).   The coefficients on the top 

row of the tables show that incumbents (Experience1) have much shorter survival times 

than the baseline group.  For the most fully specified model, the hazard rate for 

incumbents is 50% higher than the baseline group.
10

  For those potential candidates at the 

second level of experience (e.g. members of US House, or statewide officeholders) are 

slower to enter races than the baseline.  At the same time, they are even slower to enter as 

the number of candidates with electoral experience in the race increases.  Following the 

same trend, those in the third level of experience (e.g. state legislators) are also more 

cautious than the baseline (in two of the three models), and they are even slower to enter 

as the field already in the race improves in quality.  Holding all else equal, the coefficient 

on #HQ in models 7.6b-c demonstrates that non-experienced potential candidates are 

more likely to enter the race as the number of high quality candidates increases.  Moving 

from no HQ candidates to one, the survival time for the baseline shortens by a rate of 

about 80%.   

                                                      

10
 The relative survival rate and hazard rate as related.  While the relative survival rate is equal exp(-

coefficient), the relative hazard rate is exp(coefficient).   
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Table 7.4 - AFT Models for Ordinal Levels of Experience 

7.6a 7.6b 7.6c 7.6a 7.6b 7.6c

.267*** .398*** .439***

(.034) (.035) (.036)

-.211*** -.217*** -.086**
(.031) (.031) (.038)

-.139*** -.131*** -.056
(.030) (.030) (.037)

.200*** .234***
(.010) (.011)

-.183
(.151)

-.145***
(.029)

-.080***
(.026)

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1    n.s. = not significant

--

--

109%

64%

--

--

--

--

115%

123%

77%

114%

82%

--

--

108%

116%

n.s.

79%

n.s.

#HQ x Exp2

--

Relative Survival

67%

124%

Ordinal Experience

--

--

--

--

--

Experience1

#HQ

#HQ x Exp3

Experience2

Experience3

#HQ x Exp1

 
 

7.4.2 – Using the Number of High Quality Candidates in Race as a Quadratic 

 

In the chapter analyzing the impact of experience on electoral and fundraising 

success (Chapter 5), models also included a squared term for the number of candidates in 

a race.  The results showed the impact of additional candidates diminished as the number 

increased (as signified by a negative coefficient).  By included a similar quadratic term in 

the models presented above, we can test whether the impact of additional high quality 

candidates in a race on the timing of decisions is constant or decreases as the number of 

candidates increases.   As shown in Table 7.5, across all specifications, there is evidence 

for H9.  Though more high quality candidates in a race is met with quicker entry into 
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Senate races (H6), the coefficient on the quadratic term is negative, meaning that the 

effect decreases with each additional candidate.
11

   

Table 7.5 - AFT Models of Survival Times with Quadratic Term for Time-Dependent Covariates 

 

7.1d 7.1e 7.2d 7.2e 7.3d 7.3e 7.4d 7.4e 7.5d 7.5e

-.066*** .129*** .525*** .539*** .147*** .327*** -.144*** -.223*** -.162*** .140**
(.021) (.029) (.035) (.036) (.056) (.077) (.023) (.036) (.038) (.062)

.343*** .473*** .414*** .420*** .212*** .526*** .360*** .342*** .425*** .578***
(.025) (.032) (.026) (.026) (.058) (.113) (.025) (.034) (.041) (.054)

-.333*** 2.945 -.419*** .090* -.352***
(.052) (13.717) (.131) (.051) (.082)

-.044*** -.061*** -.056*** -.057*** -.032** -.084*** -.044*** -.048*** -.051*** -.071***
(.006) (.008) (.007) (.007) (.016) (.031) (.006) (.010) (.009) (.011)

.038*** -3.059 .070* -.004 .040**
(.014) (13.714) (.036) (.014) (.019)

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1    n.s. = not significant

Elected | OpenseatOpenseat CurrentIncumbent Elected 

---- -- -- --

Treatment

#HQ 

Trt x #HQ

Treatment 107% 88% 59% 58% 86% 72% 115% 125% 118% 87%

104% 106% 106% 106% 103% 109% 104% 105% 105% 107%

Trt x #HQ
2 -- 96% -- n.s. -- 93% -- n.s. -- 96%

#HQ
2

#HQ
2

Trt x #HQ
2

#HQ 

Trt x #HQ

71% 62%

-- 140%

66% 66%

-- n.s.

56%

-- 142%

-- -- -- -- --

81% 59%

-- 152%

70% 71%

-- 91%

65%

 

  

When the quadratic term is included, there are very few substantive changes in the 

other coefficients in these models.  One exception is Model 7.5e. While this coefficient 

was not significant in Model 7.5c, it now takes a the predicted sign (H8b).  Controlling 

for all other factors and when looking at potential candidates in open seat races, elected 

officials have shorter survival times (more likely to declare candidacy) when compared to 

potential candidates without electoral experience.  Lastly, Table 7.6 shows the models 

                                                      

11
 Given that the largest number of high quality candidates in a race was seven, the quadratic is plausible 

given that the impact of each additional candidate continues to decrease over the range of this variable. 
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including the ordinal level of experience.   Once again, the effect of each additional high 

quality candidate that enters a race decreases as the race becomes more crowded, and the 

substantive results of the previous model are largely unchanged.   

Table 7.6 - AFT Models for Ordinal Experience and Quadratic Term for Time-Dependent 

Covariates 

Relative Survival

7.6d 7.6e 7.6d 7.6e

.462*** .525***
(.036) (.039)

-.207** -.027
(.031) (.043)

-.120*** -.020
(.030) (.044)

.410*** .475***
(.026) (.032)

1.980
(6.617)

-.242***
(.076)

-.134*
(.071)

-.054*** -.061***
(.007) (.008)

-2.196
(6.609)

.018
(.022)

.012
(.019)

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1    n.s. = not significant

Ordinal Exper.

Experience1 63% 59%

Experience2 123% n.s.

127%

Experience3 113% n.s.

#HQ 66% 62%

114%

#HQ x Exp1 -- -- n.s.

#HQ x Exp2 -- --

#HQ
2 106%

#HQ x Exp3 -- --

n.s.

n.s.

n.s.

94%

#HQ
2
 x Exp1

#HQ
2
 x Exp2

#HQ
2
 x Exp3

--

--

--

--

-- --
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7.5 – Reflections on the Strategic Interactions of Potential Candidates 
 

It is a difficult task to model the dynamics in hundreds of primary races when 

each involves a different pool of potential candidates and a unique political context.  This 

chapter began by exploring the strategic interactions within two primary races – the 

campaigns to nominate a Republican and Democrat to compete for the Senate seat 

vacated by Mel Martinez (R-FL).  Representative Kendrick Meek (D-FL) entered the 

race in January 2009, over 16 months prior to Election Day in 2010.  In doing so, he was 

able to gain early endorsements and support from influential politicians, as well as 

acquire large sums of money.  As the acronym of EMILY’s List prescribes
12

, the value of 

early money is great.  Not only was Meek able to use the resources he was able to gather 

to win the nomination on primary day, but his actions also had a role in how the slate of 

competitors developed.  On the Republican side, Jeb Bush stepping out of consideration 

left Republicans scrambling to settle on a front-runner.  Governor Crist was able to hold 

many potential opponents at bay by promising to make a decision about the race in the 

summer of 2009.  Despite all the support and resources the popular governor was able to 

muster, Marco Rubio rode the Tea Party tide to the nomination, and eventually won the 

Senate seat.  One cannot help but wonder, though one can never know, had Crist entered 

the race at the outset of 2009, could he have prevented Rubio from running?  How might 

this have affected the young Cuban-American’s rise in the Republican Party?  Even by 

                                                      

12
 “Early Money is Like Yeast”…it helps the dough rise: http://emilyslist.org/who/faq   

http://emilyslist.org/who/faq
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exploring just this one open Senate seat, the important role that the interactions between 

ambitious politicians play is clear.   

While the individuals in these two races were unique, the various dynamics 

involved occur in every primary race to one extent or another.  While far from perfect, 

the empirical strategy undertaken in the second half of this chapter provides some 

evidence for the existence of these dynamics by taking a bird’s eye view of primary races 

over nine election cycles.  Highly experienced politicians are the first to take an interest 

in a run for Senate.  Courting donors, voters, and media attention, these politicians can 

use their experience to maximize the success of their campaign efforts.  At the same time, 

once a quality candidate is established in a race, other experienced potential candidates 

take notice, and are much less likely to emerge.  On the other hand, potential candidates 

with less experience wait to make candidacy decisions until later in the timeline, as they 

are unable to compete for resources with seasoned politicians and face more uncertainty 

in their chances for mounting a serious campaign.  By showing patience, they can seek 

out other potential offices to campaign for, or find a better time to enter the Senate race.  

At the same time, these novice politicians are also less likely to be influenced by behavior 

of heavyweights considering, or those already in, the race.  Regardless of which 

heavyweights are running, those with little or no experience will have long odds of 

winning. 

To summarize briefly the quantitative work, the most informative and complete models 

presented in this chapter included a treatment variable for experience, the counter for the number 

of high quality candidates in a specific race, and an interaction term.  Regardless of whether the 
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measure of experience was an individual having electoral office experience at some point in their 

career, incumbency, or currently holding office, those with high levels of experience were more 

eager than potential candidates without similar experience to make candidacy decisions.  For 

example, a potential candidate with electoral experience made decisions at a rate 5% faster than 

potential candidates without any office experience did.  For incumbents, decisions occurred at a 

rate 65% as long as the rate for non-incumbents, and current office holders made decisions just 

over 20% faster than former office holders did.  In each of these specifications, as the number of 

high quality challengers in the race increases, the speed of emergence increases.  But when 

controlling for experience, those with electoral experience and current officeholders are less 

likely to emerge as the number of quality candidates in the race increases.
13

 

 

                                                      

13
 Similar forces are at work for the ordinal specification of experience.  When compared to those without 

any experience, incumbents (Experience1) are much quicker to emerge, while those at the second tier of 

experience are slower.  Just as in the other models, in general, higher numbers of HQ candidates in a race 

result in shorter survival times, though this impact lessens once experience is controlled for.  In nearly all 

specifications, the impact of additional HQ candidates in the race decreases with each additional candidate.   
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“After all these years, my passion for service to our fellow citizens is undiminished, but 

my desire to do so by serving in Congress has waned…I love working for the people of 

Indiana, but I do not love Congress.” 

-Senator Evan Bayh (D-IN)
1
 

 

Chapter 8 - Strategic Retirements and Ambition 

With only four days until the filing deadline, Evan Bayh bowed out of a 2010 re-

election campaign, shocking most political observers, including members of both parties 

(Klein, et al. 2010).  Calling it a “game changer”, Republicans saw yet another opening in 

a year ripe for attacking the Democratic majority in the Senate. The exuberant 

Republican Party Chair for Indiana, Murray Clark, saw a predicament for the Democrats: 

“Our field is pretty well established but theirs obviously has been thrown into disarray to 

say the least” (Garrett, et al. 2010).  Nationally, Democrats had already been concerned 

with their prospects for the fall elections, especially after just a month earlier, Senators 

Christopher Dodd (D-CT) and Byron Dorgan (D-ND) had stepped aside (Zeleny and 

Navourney 2010).  With over $13million at his disposal, Bayh and his supporters were 

confident they could have won, but without him in the race, Charlie Cook changed his 

projection for the Senate seat from “Lean Democrat” to “Lean Republican” (Cillizza 

2010).    

Several weeks prior to Bayh’s exit, a poll showed two potential GOP foes would 

give the two-term incumbent a strong challenge.  Slightly trailing Bayh was former US 

Representative John Hostettler, who had entered the race a month before.  Current US 

                                                      

1
 Quoted from Senator Bayh’s retirement announcement.  See Garrett, Turner, and Pergram (2010) 
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Representative Mike Pence, who was being courted by the National Republican 

Senatorial Committee, had a slight lead in a hypothetical campaign against Bayh.  

Democrats were quick to dismiss these polls, arguing Bayh had yet to ramp up his re-

election effort, with one county chair clamoring “I don’t believe that poll.  I have no 

confidence in Rasmussen’s polls.  Absolutely none” (Bradner 2010).   But Pence did not 

like his chances, and by the end of January opted to run for re-election (Kraushaar 

2010b).  Having sat on the sideline waiting for Pence to decide, former Indiana Senator 

Dan Coats entered the race on February 3
rd

, just over two weeks prior to the filing 

deadline.  Coats was met with immediate attacks from Democrats who charged that as a 

lobbyist for Bank of America, Coats had “abandon[ed] Indiana to become a Washington 

insider” (Smith 2010).   

Twelve days later, Bayh announced his retirement, but claimed it was a decision 

motivated not by political, but rather deeply personal concerns (Cillizza 2010).  His aides 

said he had been tormented by the decision for months, but his late exit took many by 

surprise, including other members of the Senate (Klein, et al. 2010).  It would be ironic if 

Coats’ entrance was the straw that broke the incumbent’s will to make another run, as 

Bayh  was the one that was credited for forcing Coats into retirement twelve years earlier 

("Dan Coats"  2011).  In December of 1996, Coats announced he would not seek re-

election in 1998, just weeks after a poll showed a hypothetical race against a popular 

Governor Bayh would result in a staggering 20 point defeat.  In a reversal of roles from 

2010, Coats was not scared of the Governor leading up to the 1998 election.  He believe 

he could win reelection, but because his “mind and goals [were] elsewhere”, he decided 
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to not run for another term.(Smith 1996).  Much to the ire of Republicans who believed 

he was ducking any public scrutiny, Bayh positioned himself to be a candidate for over a 

year before finally announcing his run in February of 1998 (Emerson 1998).  

8.1 – The Role of Retirements  

8.1.1 – Shocks to the Decision Timeline 

 

While the previous chapters have noted the systematic forces at work over the 

course of the years and months before the primary election, Evan Bayh’s unexpected exit 

shocked the decision timeline for both ambitious Republicans and Democrats across the 

state.  Had Representative Pence known Bayh would bow out, he may have been much 

more likely to enter the race.  While Representative Brad Ellsworth (D-IN) was confident 

enough in his chances of success to step in for the Democratic nomination at the last 

minute, it is likely he would have had more fundraising success, and potentially electoral 

success, had he had more time to build up his campaign.   

Although I have argued that candidacy decisions for US Senate primaries usually 

occur up to two years prior to the election, politics is rife with events that alter the 

political landscape forcing politicians to change their behavior.  For example, in rare 

cases, an otherwise safe incumbent might be crippled by scandal, resulting in a 

resignation, or severely damaged prospects for re-election.  Though still somewhat 

uncommon, incumbents deciding to retire can also catch other political actors by surprise.  

While retirements might be expected for aging politicians or those with health concerns, 

as the Bayh example illustrates, some politicians opt out of the national spotlight 
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somewhat unexpectedly.  Increasingly, retiring politicians have cited intense partisanship 

as a reason to leave Washington.  Leading up to the 2012 elections, moderates Olympia 

Snowe (R-ME), Kent Conrad (D-ND), and Joe Lieberman (I-CT) all exited the Senate.  

Though in good health and confident she could win re-election, Snowe had become 

frustrated at the “atmosphere of polarization and ‘my way or the highway’ ideologies 

[that have] become pervasive in campaigns and in our governing institutions” (Catanese 

2012).  Conrad also noted that the “job is somewhat different because it’s become more 

political theater than getting results and quite frankly a reason why I am less interested in 

being here” (Port 2012), and Lieberman has called partisanship Washington’s greatest 

obstacle (Miga 2012).   

Over the course of the 9 election cycles and more than 600 individual primary 

races, 59 incumbent senators decided against running for re-election.  Scholars know that 

open seat races garner much more media attention, higher quality candidates, and attract 

more money than races against incumbents (e.g. Jacobson 2008).  When retirements 

occur unexpectedly, their timing will impact the ambitious politicians within a state.  

Even if a number of individuals may be in the pool of potential candidates and long for 

an opportunity to serve in the Senate, many are unwilling to take on a popular incumbent.  

Once a seat becomes open, the campaign takes on a completely different tone.  But when 

do these retirements occur, and how is their presence accounted for in the Theory of 

Strategic Candidacy Decisions? 

If a retirement occurs in the middle of a decision timeline, it may be inappropriate 

to treat the first half of the timeline as the same race as the second half of the timeline.  
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Both the pool of potential candidates and the individuals that emerge as candidates may 

be very different depending on whether or not an incumbent is in the race.  In this 

chapter, I investigate the extent to which the timing of retirements affects how primary 

races unfold and test several hypotheses that follow from the Theory of Strategic 

Candidacy Decisions.  Several questions addressed include, when over the course of the 

decision timeline do retirements occur?  Is there evidence that the timing of retirement 

decisions is strategic?  How does the timing of retirement announcements alter the 

movement of individuals from the pool of potential candidates to actually entering a 

race?  And lastly, what are the electoral and fundraising consequences of the timing of 

retirement decisions.   

8.2.1 – Previous Work on the Consequences of Retirements 

Scholars have long been interested in understanding the conditions under which 

members of Congress retire.  Some of this research has direct implications when 

theorizing about the impact of retirements on ambition of potential candidates.  While 

much of the literature on congressional elections focuses on candidate quality, those 

involved with the Candidate Emergence Study
2
 have long emphasized the importance of 

considering the quality of the incumbent as well.  Focusing on the incumbency effect, 

Stone, Fulton, Maestas and Maisel (2010) argued that research is complicated due to two 

omitted variable problems. First, strategic incumbents always have the option to not run 

for re-election, thus members that retire may have otherwise lost their re-election bid. 

                                                      

2
 For more information, please visit: http://ces.iga.ucdavis.edu/ 

http://ces.iga.ucdavis.edu/
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Second, they recognized that high re-election rates must be tempered by assessing 

incumbent quality, as it is possible that some incumbents are of high quality and are 

perceived to be doing an adequate job in office.  Using informant surveys, they found that 

incumbent re-entry is more strategic than much of the literature acknowledges, and it has 

a significant impact on vote share.  While many political observers cry foul at the number 

of uncompetitive races, their results give reason to be a bit more optimistic.  Coates and 

Munger (1995) focus on the importance of considering the numerous options that 

incumbents have leading up to an election by using a multinomial model with a 

categorical dependent variable.   

Carson (2005) stresses the important connection between strategic emergence of 

candidates and the strategic exits of incumbents. “The various explanations for why 

challengers emerge or incumbents retire are complementary to one another.  Each of 

these components offers a critical piece of the larger puzzle—yet, in isolation, they only 

provide an incomplete picture of the underlying strategic process at work” (24).  By using 

a strategic probit technique, Carson is able to test numerous findings of the literature 

while avoiding problems of selection bias.     

While the factors that led to the retirements of senators discussed above may seem 

unique to the present day of polarized politics, scholars have long recognized these as 

some of the main motives for politicians deciding to exit from office.  Stephen Frantzich 

(1978a, 1978b) found vulnerability, job desirability and assessing one’s ability to perform 

her job helped to explain departures from Congress.  Some saw the institutional changes 

in the House during the 1970s that undermined the seniority norm as a major factor in the 
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growing dissatisfaction of members (Cooper and Brady 1981, Hibbing 1982a, b).  Still 

others saw the 1970s as a unique period and believed that important factors of age, 

distance from party mainstream, seniority and vulnerability were the norm (Moore and 

Hibbing 1992, Livingston and Friedman 1993).  The 1990s saw a number of scandals that 

resulted in a resurgence of work on retirements (e.g.  Groseclose and Krehbiel 1994, Hall 

and Van Houweling 1995).  Most recently, scholars have returned to attributing 

retirements to electoral vulnerability, electoral pressure (Wolak 2007, Fukumoto 2009), 

and job satisfaction (Fisher and Herrick 2002).   While research has looked at the 

changing factors that influence retirements over the course of a congressional career, 

work on understanding the factors that influence the timing of retirements within a term 

is absent.     

 

8.2 – Retirements and the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions 

In Chapter 3, I argued that most politicians care about their own personal goals, 

but also the goals of their parties.  As parties strengthen and national forces increasingly 

influence congressional races, individual politicians have a collective stake in the 

standing of their party, especially in terms of majority status (Cox and McCubbins 2005).  

The Democrats occupied Congress for most of the second half of the 20
th

 century, but 

since the Republican Revolution in 1994, the majority party in Congress can no longer 

take their status for granted.  Not only do parties help politicians meet their electoral 

goals, they are also critical in the realization of policy goals, and providing opportunities 

to increase an individual’s prestige and influence (Aldrich 1995).    
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For many members of Congress, leaving office does not mean they lose interest in 

political issues or the goals of their party.  Even as he announced his retirement, Bayh 

still saw an un-elected role for himself in serving the Hoosier state and the nation:  

Running for the sake of winning an election, just to remain in public 

office, is not good enough.  And it has never been what motivates me.  At 

this time, I simply believe I can best contribute to society in another way: 

creating jobs by helping grow a business, helping guide an institution of 

higher learning or helping run a worthy charitable endeavor (Fritze 

2010b). 

 

As he departed the Senate to head a conservative think tank, Jim DeMint (R-SC) 

promised, “I’m leaving the Senate now, but I’m not leaving the fight.  I’ve decided to 

join The Heritage Foundation at a time when the conservative movement needs strong 

leadership in the battle of ideas” (Dixon and Ferraro 2012).   

Most politicians care about issues and the goals of political parties long before 

serving in office.  While their service may help shape and augment some of their 

principles and positions, members do not become divorced from the very issues that 

motivated their service in the first place.  Certainly, retiring politicians will vary in how 

much they are concerned with their party after they leave Capitol Hill.  But even if 

disagreements with the current party system were the impetus behind their decision, it is 

safe to assume that partisans will still be more likely to care about most of the goals of 

their party relative to the goals of the opposite party.    

If politicians care about their party and its platform, retiring members would 

usually prefer that their party hold the open seat in the upcoming election.  For current 

officeholders and party leaders, holding a seat is a significant concern.  Knowing that a 
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retirement announcement will result in a flood of attention by ambitious potential 

candidates, politicians and their leaders would prefer to control the timing of when the 

open seat becomes public in order to give themselves the best opportunity to hold the 

seat.   

Of course, I do not expect that all politicians will be willing to cater to the 

concerns of their party as they leave the chamber.  After all, some legislators will long for 

time away from the hectic lifestyle inside the beltway.  When announcing his retirement, 

Saxby Chambliss (R-GA) looked forward to relaxation back home: “I’m going to have a 

life after this.  Sitting on a back porch drinking whisky with some of y’all is exciting to 

think about” (Galloway 2013).  If studies of candidate emergence should also consider 

the role of strategic retirements (Carson 2005), this project on the strategic timing of 

candidacy decisions should also investigate the consequences of the strategic timing of 

retirement decisions.   

 

8.2.1 – Expectations on the Interactions of Retirements and Candidacy Decisions 

A key tenet of the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions is that some potential 

candidates are able to influence and shape the career choices of other politicians.  Among 

the most potent potential candidates are the incumbents themselves.  Scholars have long 

documented the ability of incumbents to deter quality challengers (Jacobson 2008; Box – 

Steffensmeier 1996), though some question if it is as strong as some scholars believe 

(Stonecash 2008).  Even if many assume incumbents will continue to run term after term, 

some do step aside and some of these do so unexpectedly.  While incumbents are 
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considered potential candidates in this analysis until they make their plans known, they 

are different from other potential candidates.  More often than not, I argue that 

incumbents have a first mover advantage as many potential candidates defer their own 

decisions until the plans of the incumbent are made public.   

By examining retirement decisions over the course of nine election cycles, I can 

examine if this is true.  Are candidates pre-empting the decision of the incumbent in an 

effort to force a retirement, or are they re-acting to the incumbent.  To be sure, some 

potential candidates may not even be considering a run when they assume the incumbent 

will be running, but it is important to realize that not all potential candidates are the same.  

For the highest quality potential challengers, minimizing uncertainty surrounding the race 

is very important given these are the individuals with the most to lose (often another 

office).  Therefore, these individuals will be much more careful when entering a race 

against an incumbent.  For lower quality potential candidates, whether the incumbent 

retires or runs again will have less of an impact on the timing and emergence into a race.  

For fellow partisans, aggression in challenging a sitting incumbent may also be frowned 

upon.  For example, recently Senator Lautenberg (D-NJ) felt disrespected when fellow 

Democrat and Newark Mayor Cory Booker entered the race before he had made a final 

decision about seeking another term.  The 89 year-old senator even joked that as he 

would do with his kids when they misbehaved, he might have to “spank” Booker (Joseph 

2013).  While this is a counter-example to my expectation of what would normally 

happen, it does show that within a party, incumbents are usually held in high esteem, 
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which may also contribute to prospective officeholders waiting in the wings until the 

incumbent makes up his mind.    

Predicting election outcomes has become a cottage industry for journalists, 

pundits and even common citizens.  After 2012, Nate Silver has become a household 

name, but political scientists have long had success predicting aggregate outcomes (e.g. 

Gelman and King 1993) as well as understanding the important factors at work in 

individual elections (e.g.Abramowitz and Segal 1986).  Politicians and potential 

candidates understand that some political climates are more favorable than others, and 

this impacts electoral decisions (Jacobson and Kernell 1983 (Jacobson and Kernell 1983), 

including retirements (Hibbing 1982b, Livingston and Friedman 1993).   

When examining the presence of retirements, the behavior of Republicans and 

Democrats should vary based on the current political climate in systematic ways.  In 

these situations, it is important to consider the conflicting goals of members that might be 

considering retirement.  Assume these politicians care about their own interests, and 

possibly the interests of their party.  When the political climate is unfavorable to one 

party, those partisans have an individual incentive to retire rather than face a difficult 

campaign with the possibility of defeat.  Their party would prefer to minimize the impact 

of the poor climate, and have the incumbent run for an additional term.  In many cases, an 

incumbent will be more competitive when compared to a new challenger entering the 

fray in a difficult electoral environment.   For members contemplating retirement, the 

balance between personal (“Individual Oriented”) and collective (“Party Oriented”) 

interests will vary by individual.  Table 8.1 shows these theoretical expectations. 
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Table 8.1 - Theoretical Expectations for the Presence and Timing of Retirements 

 

More Retirements; 

Earlier Retirements

Less Retirements; 

Earlier  Retirements

Avg 

Climate
Earlier Retirements Earlier Retirements

Dem 

Climate

Control of Seat

Party OrientedIndividual Oriented

Control of Seat

Republican Seat Democrat Seat

GOP 

Climate

More Retirements; 

Earlier Retirements

Less Retirements; 

Earlier  Retirements

Avg 

Climate
Earlier Retirements Earlier Retirements

Less Retirements; 

Later Retirements

More Retirements; 

Earlier Retirements

Republican Seat Democrat Seat

Dem 

Climate

GOP 

Climate

More Retirements; 

Earlier  Retirements

Less Retirements; 

Later Retirements

 

 

8.2.1.1 – Expectations for Individual Goals 

While majority status is likely more important in the House, it is still valuable to 

individual senators.  This is especially the case as political parties continue to find ways 

to assert their will despite the individualistic nature of the chamber (Monroe, et al. 2008, 

King, et al. 2010).  If senators are concerned with their own interests, we should see less 

retirements by partisans when the climate is favorable to their party, as serving in the 

majority is preferable to being a part of the minority.  When the political tides are stacked 

against a member’s party, some senators may decide that the challenge of running in a 

competitive race in a difficult climate, in addition to the uncertainty over majority 

control, outweigh the benefits of retirement an attempt at securing an additional term.  
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For most individual senators, running for re-election is a significant time 

commitment, and one that is not necessarily very enjoyable.  During his retirement 

speech, Senator George Voinovich lamented: 

 It is my estimate that 20 to 25 percent of a senator's time is spent on 

raising billions
3
 of dollars.  And with it comes the negative fallout in terms 

of the public's view of Congress bowing to contributions and special 

interests...in addition to this negative impression, the time spent raising 

money too often interferes with the time we need for our families, our 

colleagues and most importantly doing the job that people elected us to do 

(Koff 2010). 
 

  In announcing one’s retirement, fundraising and other campaign obligations are 

removed, in addition to the possibility that members may not have to worry as much 

about the congruence of their political positions with their constituents in the way that 

other incumbents seeking re-election might (Canes-Wrone, et al. 2002).  While it is 

impossible to predict for certain how one’s legislative behavior might change once he is 

no longer running for re-election, if politicians are using operating in re-election mode, 

freedom from these activities must allow him more energy to focus on things such as 

policy goals.  In his retirement announcement, Senator Frank Lautenberg proclaimed that 

while he would not run in 2014, he was far from finished with his job:  “I am not 

announcing the end of anything.  I am announcing the beginning of a two-year mission to 

pass new gun safety laws, protect children from toxic chemicals and create more 

opportunities for working families in New Jersey” (Joseph 2013).  If members have 

                                                      

3
 Later, his office noted that he intended to say “millions”. 
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personal motivations for their retirement, regardless of the electoral climate, they will 

prefer to make their retirement known earlier in the decision timeline.
4
   

 

8.2.1.2 – Expectations for Party Goals  

If some members do care about the interests of their party, we should witness 

these politicians strategically deciding whether to retire, but also when to announce their 

retirement over the course of the decision timeline.  Some members may be willing to 

forgo their individual preference to retire in order to help the collective interests of the 

party and serve one more term.
5
  This logic is comparable to the strategic retirements that 

may exist on the United States Supreme Court (Hagle 1993, Ward 2003).  In the eyes of a 

party, they would prefer a retirement from the Senate to occur when the electoral climate 

is favorable, as this gives them the best odds of holding the seat in an open race.  So, 

when the party does not have a favorable climate, we should see less retirements by 

senators from that party.     

Even if a member is not willing to forgo his retirement for an additional term, that 

member might be willing to be strategic in when the retirement announcement occurs 

within the context of the decision timeline.  When the climate favors one party, a 

retirement early in the timeline allows a member to avoid mounting a campaign or 

                                                      

4
 In some cases, members resign their posts rather than serving out the remainder of the terms, in which 

case, earlier retirements allow these individuals more time to devout to activities that they prefer to serving 

as a lame duck.   
5
 While beyond the scope of this project, members of the House may be more willing to put off retirement 

for an additional term given that it only requires 2 years of service, as opposed to another 6 years in a 

Senate term. 
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fundraising, and the electoral pressures on legislative activity; the party can have more 

time to find a replacement capable of holding the seat.  As shown in Chapter 5, more time 

for a campaign also increases the probability of success in the future election and in 

fundraising.  Because of this, I expect that candidates in open seat races will be able to 

raise larger sums of money the longer it is known that the seat will be uncontested by the 

current incumbent.  

When the climate is not favorable, even though an individual would prefer an 

earlier retirement, if she values the future interests of the party, she may postpone her 

retirement announcement until later in the timeline, thus hoping to maximize the ability 

of the party to hold a seat despite the negative climate.  In other words, in a poor climate 

for the incumbent’s party, a long campaign for an open seat, gives the “out-party”
6
 even 

more time to take advantage of the climate.  If the open seat race becomes apparent later 

in the timeline, even if the climate is tilted away from the incumbent party, the shorter 

campaign will result in less of an advantage for the “out-party”.  It is possible that this 

was Evan Bayh’s strategy in 2010, though if it was, it was obviously unsuccessful.
7
 

  

                                                      

6
 I use the term “out-party” to differentiate between politicians in the same party as the retiring incumbent, 

and those in the party opposite of the departing senator.   
7
 As shown in the previous chapter, controlling for other factors, earlier decisions are met with higher 

electoral and fundraising success than later decisions.  In theory, if a party is advantaged based off the 

climate, this advantage will be proportional to the length of the campaign.  Therefore, a later decision by an 

incumbent to retire when the climate is not favorable may give less of an advantage to the opposite party 

when compared to an early retirement announcement. 
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8.2.1.3 – Other Conflicts Between Individual and Collective Goals 

 Retirement decisions are a signal to party activists and potential candidates (of 

both parties) to begin to mobilize for the upcoming election.  While early retirement 

decisions allow activists and potential candidates of both parties time to mobilize, the 

party in congruence with the political climate should have an advantage over time.   In a 

GOP climate, if a member of the Democrats is going to retire, it may be advantageous to 

wait to the last minute, in hopes to catch the other party flat-footed, thus inhibiting that 

party from offering a serious challenger for the open seat.   

Political actors value stable institutions, as outcomes become more predictable 

and help them choose the best strategy to fulfill their goals (Shepsle and Bonchek 1997).  

In much the same way, actors involved with congressional elections prefer more 

information about the political context than less.  If there is evidence that the sitting 

incumbent is actively considering retirement, uncertainty rises, especially if this decision 

takes a significant amount of time.    Even if they do not like the eventual decision, party 

elites would prefer to know whether a new candidate is needed, donors prefer to know the 

destination for their investments, and potential candidates want to know whether the seat 

they covet will be open.  If this is true, there should be qualitative evidence that wavering 

incumbents are met with displeasure from various actors.     

 

8.2.2 – Several Hypotheses on the Timing of Retirements  

From these expectations, several testable hypotheses emerge, including:   
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H10a: (Individual Interest) Partisans will retire at a lower rate when the 

political climate favors their party, and higher rates when the climate is 

against their party.  

 

H10b: (Party Interest) Partisans will retire at a higher rate when the 

climate favors their party and a lower rate when the climate is against 

their party (Opposite of H10a). 

 

H11a: When looking at races where the incumbent retired, candidates will 

be  less likely to pre-empt the incumbent by entering the race before the 

retirement announcement is made, than emerge after the announcement. 

  

H11b: When looking at open seat races, higher quality potential 

candidates will be more likely to enter races after the incumbent 

announces retirement than lower quality candidates. 

 

H12: When it is clear that an incumbent is considering retirement, 

political actors will show displeasure at the uncertainty over how the 

primary election might unfold.   

 

H13: Earlier retirement decisions will increase the probability of a party 

holding an open Senate seat. 

 

H14: When looking at open seat races, the earlier the retirement 

announcement, the greater fundraising success candidates will have, 

ceteris paribus.   

 

H15a: (Individual Interest) Retirements will be more likely to occur early, 

as opposed to later, in the decision timeline, regardless of the political 

climate.  

 

H15b: (Party Interest) In a political context that does not favor a party, 

retiring Senators will announce decisions later than retiring members that 

announce their plans in a context that favors a party.   

 

 

8.2.3 – Empirical Strategy for the Study of Retirement Decisions 

Although my dataset contains over 600 individual primary races, only 59 

incumbents retired over the period from 1994 – 2010.  While it is difficult to carry out 
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rigorous empirical testing with this limited number of cases, I present quantitative and 

qualitative data to test these hypotheses.  The analysis is broken into several parts, 

including: 1) an analysis of the frequency of retirements over time, 2) an analysis of the 

timing of retirements within the decision timeline and their consequences in how the 

primary races unfold, and 3) an analysis of the consequences of these decisions for 

candidates’ ability to fundraise and ultimately whether the party of the retiring incumbent 

is able to hold the seat.   

In order to test several of these hypotheses, it is necessary to define the partisan 

tilt of the electoral climate for each given election cycle.  While issuing a concurring 

opinion in Jacobellis v. Ohio (1964),  Justice Potter Stewart revealed his litmus test for 

obscenity: “I know it when I see it”.   When looking at the elections from 1994 to 2010, 

most would see four elections sticking out as clearly favoring one of the parties, even 

before the election actually took place.  I believe it is fair to characterize the Gingrich led 

Republican Revolution in 1994 and the Tea Party movement in 2010 as both being 

favorable climates for the GOP.  While it would be inappropriate to classify the climate 

post hoc, it is worth noting that in these elections, the Republicans gained 54 and 62 

seats, respectively.  Similarly, out of the nine elections in this study, most will agree that 

George W. Bush’s second midterm election in 2006 and Barack Obama’s rise to power in 

2008 were very strong years for the Democratic Party.  In these races, the Democrats 

picked up 31 and 21 seats, respectively.  The other five elections are more ambiguous and 

will be reserved to act as a baseline climate.   
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8.3 – Analysis of Retirement Decisions 

8.3.1 – Frequency of Retirements Over Time 

The number of retirements in any given year varies substantially.  As shown in 

Table 8.2, the largest number of retirements occurred in 1996 and 2010.  With 12 and 11 

retirements, respectively, these years combine to contain 40% of the 59 total retirements 

over the period of analysis.  The fewest retirements occurred in 2006 (3) and 1998 and 

2002 (4 each).  There are also clear patterns between the parties.  In 1994, five of the 

seven retirements were Democratic incumbents.  In 2008, four of the five retirements 

were Republican incumbents.   On average, more Democrats retired during this period 

(54%) than Republicans (46%). 
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Table 8.2 - Retirements from the Senate, by Year and Party 

All Retirements 59 100%

Dem 32 54%

Rep 27 46%

1994 7 12%

Dem 5 71%

Rep 2 29%

1996 12 20%

Dem 7 58%

Rep 5 42%

1998 4 7%

Dem 2 50%

Rep 2 50%

2000 5 8%

Dem 4 80%

Rep 1 20%

2002 4 7%

Dem 1 25%

Rep 3 75%

2004 8 14%

Dem 5 63%

Rep 3 38%

2006 3 5%

Dem 2 67%

Rep 1 33%

2008 5 8%

Dem 1 20%

Rep 4 80%

2010 11 19%

Dem 5 45%

Rep 6 55%

Averages 6.6

Dem 3.6 54%

Rep 3.0 46%  

 

By collapsing this table into three categories: “GOP Climate” (1994, 2010), “Dem 

Climate” (2006-2008), and “Average” climate, Table 8.3 allows us to examine the 

hypotheses dealing with the frequency of retirements (H10a and H10b).    Contrary to the 
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expectations for members caring about their party, partisans seem to be more likely to 

retire when the climate favors the other party.  When it is a GOP climate, 10 of the 18 

retirements were Democrats, but when the climate favored the Democrats, 5 of the 8 

retirements were members of the GOP.  Looking at the baseline years, 58% percent of the 

retiring incumbents were members of the Democratic Party.   

Table 8.3 - Retirements from the Senate, by Electoral Climate and Party 

All Retirements 59 100%

Dem 32 54%

Rep 27 46%

GOP Climate 18 31%

Dem 10 56%

Rep 8 44%

Dem Climate 8 14%

Dem 3 38%

Rep 5 63%

Baseline 33 56%

Dem 19 58%

Rep 14 42%

Dem Climate = 2006 and 2008

GOP Climate = 1994 and 2010

 

8.3.2 – Consequences of Retirement Decisions on Pool of Potential Candidates 

In comparison to all other potential candidates, incumbents are the most powerful 

in terms of influencing the candidacy decisions of prospective office seekers.  As shown 

in Chapters 6 and 7, incumbents make decisions about the upcoming race earlier than 

politicians in nearly every other experience level.  But when isolating our analysis to just 

those seats that eventually became open, were incumbents pushed out of the race by 

challengers emerging as candidates even before the retirement announcement, or were 
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incumbents the first movers?  Given the difference between a race with and without an 

incumbent, I argue that potential candidates will be reactive to the retirement decisions of 

departing senators (H11a).   

With the decisions of all potential candidates placed on a comparable decision 

timeline (0-100), I compare the field of candidates before and after the outgoing senator 

announced his or her retirement.
8
 As shown in Table 8.4, the average primary field (both 

party primaries combined) for an open seat included just over nine candidates.  The party 

of the incumbent had roughly the same number of candidates as the “out-party”, 4.54 

versus 4.61.  For each party, I split the candidates into whether they pre-empted the 

incumbent (by entering the race prior to the retirement announcement) or if they entered 

after the retirement announcement.  For the party of the incumbent, 96% of the 

candidates entered the race after it the incumbent announced his departure.  For the party 

opposite the incumbent (“out-party”), over three-quarters (78%) of the candidates entered 

the race after the seat became open.  The fact that more candidates in the party opposite 

of the incumbent were willing to pre-empt the retirement decision is not surprising.  

Partisans are much less likely to challenge a sitting incumbent, let alone announce their 

candidacy before it is clear whether the incumbent would seek another term.  Out of the 

59 retirements in the dataset, only 10% involved races (n=6) where the eventual winner 

                                                      

8
 .The impetus behind this chapter was the argument that races with retiring senators are fundamentally 

different from races with an incumbent running for re-election.
8
  If the candidacy decision by an incumbent 

occurred stochastically among the decisions of other potential candidates, this analysis would be less 

theoretically useful. 
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announced their candidacy decision before the incumbent announced his.  In all of these 

cases, the candidate that pre-empted the incumbent was from the opposite party.  . 

Table 8.4 - Candidate Field Before and After Retirement Announcement 

 

Total Primary Field 9.15 %

Inc Party Field 4.54 3.8 5.31

Pre-empt Inc 0.20 4% 0.33 9% 0.07 1%

Post-Retirement 4.34 96% 3.47 91% 5.24 99%

Out Party Field 4.61 4.9 4.31

Pre-empt Inc 1.02 22% 1.73 35% 0.27 6%

Post-Retirement 3.59 78% 3.17 65% 4.03 94%

Note: The median retirement decision happened at a time of 52.

Pre-Median Post-Median

 

Table 8.4 does not discriminate between the levels of experience for the 

candidates that entered the race.  Theoretically, those with more experience (elected 

office) would be less likely to pre-empt the decision of the incumbent by entering the 

race, given that these are the candidates that would likely be giving up the most (e.g. 

previous office) to run.  These politicians would be hesitant to enter given the uncertainty 

of the incumbent’s future.  Those without any elected experience should be less 

influenced by whether or not the incumbent is remaining in the race.  Table 8.5 splits the 

540 candidates in open seat races by whether or not they have held elected office at some 

point in their career.  Just over 40% of the candidates in open seat races meet this 

threshold.  Only 72 (13%) of these candidates entered the race prior to the incumbent 

making his or her candidacy decision.  Of this group, 46% had electoral experience, 

while 54% did not.  Counter to what was hypothesized in H11b, there is not a statistically 

significant difference between the proportion of candidates with elected office experience 

and the proportion of candidates without electoral experience that pre-empted the 
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candidacy decision of the incumbent.  In sum, in these open seat races, neither high nor 

low quality candidates were eager to decide their candidacy before knowing the plans of 

the incumbent.  

Table 8.5 - Candidates That Pre-empted Incumbents’ Candidacy Decisions, By Electoral Experience 

 

 

Elected 225 42% 33 46% 15%

Un-elected 315 58% 39 54% 12%

Total 540 100% 72 100% 13%

Experience
% to Pre-empt 

Incumbent
%

# to Pre-empt 

Incumbent

# of

Candidates
%

 

As further evidence that potential challengers are greatly influenced by the 

candidacy decision of the incumbent, consider the rare circumstance when the incumbent 

is challenged and defeated in a primary race.  This occurred five times from 1994 to 

2010.  In just one case did the challenger make his candidacy decision before the sitting 

incumbent.
9
  This occurred in the 1996 special election in Kansas when US 

Representative Sam Brownback jumped into the race before Sheila Frahm announced her 

re-election.
10

   

While some retirements are expected, others surprise partisans, pundits, and 

potential candidates.  With another congressional session remaining until he was up for 

re-election, Senator Jack Danforth (R-MO) caught many off guard by announcing his 

                                                      

9
 The other four races where an incumbent was defeated took place in New Hampshire (Sununu upsets Bob 

Smith), Connecticut (Lieberman loses primary but wins as independent), Alaska (Murkowski loses to Joe 

Miller, but wins the write-in campaign, and in Pennsylvania (Sestak defeats Specter).  In Utah in 2010, 

Senator Bob Bennett was eliminated as a candidate during the convention, so did not appear on the final 

primary ballot.  .   
10

 Actually, Frahm was the former Lieutenant Governor until she was appointed to fill the seat of Bob Dole, 

who had resigned to focus on his presidential run.   
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retirement in February of 1993.  Noting the near certainty of his ability to win re-election, 

a writer for The Kansas City Star commented that “Missouri Democrats didn’t have 

anybody ready to make a dent in Danforth’s reputation for substantial lawmaking and 

even greater integrity” (Hood 1993).  Not wanting to be forced out of office while 

“clinging to a rock like a snail”, Danforth said, “Public service, however enjoyable, is 

only part of life.  It has been important for me to see it that way.  I do not want to cling to 

it as though my whole identity is decided by elections, for it is not” (Gross 1993).  

Describing campaigning as “torture”, Danforth said he was looking forward to returning 

to St. Louis and the Episcopal priesthood, and while some questioned if he might 

consider running for president, Sally Danforth quickly snapped, “Not with this wife!”  

Danforth hoped his final years in the Senate would be the most productive yet, and Rich 

Hood noted that he was now freed from even the suspicion of ulterior political motivation 

(1993).  By taking his name out of consideration, Danforth could both avoid another 

campaign that he disliked so much, but also could potentially have more freedom as a 

legislator.  Danforth showed concern for his own goals, and never mentioned the 

potential consequences for what his retirement might mean for his party.  This is in line 

with H10a, which hypothesizes that retiring senators will prefer earlier retirements if they 

are concerned with personal, as opposed to party, goals.     

Political parties have a collective interest to retain control of an office, and often 

times this means avoiding a divisive primary.  After Paul Simon (D-IL) announced he 

was vacating his seat, Democrats saw a primary fight as a distraction from the real matter 

at hand -- winning in November.  Even before he announced he would run, US 
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Representative Dick Durbin noted, “In the best of all possible worlds, there would be one 

consensus Democratic candidate who could be nominated without a divisive and 

expensive primary” (Strong 1995).
11

  In other words, for the collective interest of the 

party, uncertainty within the Democratic primary was suboptimal. 

One form of uncertainty in the unfolding of a primary election occurs when an 

incumbent is on the fence between running for another term, and retiring from the 

chamber.  Showing a piece of qualitative evidence for H12, one example can be seen in 

Senator John Edwards, who weighed leaving the chamber to focus on his presidential 

campaign.  Although state law allowed him to run for each positions simultaneously, 

Democratic officials had grown “restless” as they waited to see whether Edwards would 

run for one or both ("Edwards Will Not Seek Re-Election To Senate"  2003).  This 

concern was for good reason, as Richard Burr had been campaigning for months, using 

the Senator’s indecision as a talking point.  While rallying supporters for his presidential 

run, Burr said “John Edwards seems to have forgotten where he’s from” (Hunter 2003).   

While potential Democratic candidates were deferring until Edwards announced his 

intentions, Burr raised $1.8million to add to the $1.7million available from his House 

campaign account.   

It is important to note that uncertainty in the candidacy decisions is not just 

unnerving to political actors when the incumbent is wavering.  There is also evidence of 

drama resulting from other potential candidates being indecisive in whether to enter a 

                                                      

11
 Several months later, Durbin official entered the race and defeated State Treasurer Pat Quinn in the 

primary election by a margin of 69% to 31%.  He later went on to defeat State Representative Al Salvi in 

the general election 56% to 31%. 
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race.  After Senator Hank Brown (R-CO) announced his retirement in December of 1994, 

Attorney General Gale Norton announced her candidacy in March of 1995 ("Norton Says 

She’ll Seek GOP Nomination for Brown’s Senate Seat").  While US Representative 

Wayne Allard (R-NE) was not a candidate for the Senate race, Norton claimed that he 

was using “chameleon-like fund-raising cover”, sometimes saying an event was for his 

re-election.  While Allard staffers believed this showed that she was “panicking”, Norton 

implored that “Colorado voters above all expect their elected officials to be forthright, 

state their intentions directly and avoid political game-playing” (Sanko 1995). 

 

8.3.3 – Fundraising and Electoral Consequences of Retirement Decisions 

While there is evidence that the timing of retirements and the presence of open 

seats can drastically alter the evolution of the primary campaign, do these decisions 

actually have substantive consequences?  Can the timing of a retirement impact the 

fundraising or electoral success of those who decide to run?  And lastly, are retiring 

members of the Senate only concerned about their own interests as they leave the 

chamber, or is there evidence that they are also concerned with the ability of their party to 

retain their seat in the upcoming race? 

As shown in Table 8.6, the ability of a party to hold a seat after an incumbent 

varies widely.  As shown in the fourth column of the table, the party is successful in 

holding the seat 56% of the time (n=33).  The worst year for retaining seats occurred in 
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2004; the party of the departing incumbent won the open seat in just one of eight seats.
12

  

Parties were the most successful in holding seats in 2006 (3 for 3) and 2000 (4 out of 5).  

It is also evident that the political parties differed in their ability to retain seats over this 

timeframe.  Democrats had to defend 32 open seats and they were able to win 12 (38%).  

Republicans held 78% (n=21) of the 27 seats vacated.
13

 

Although I hypothesized that earlier retirement decisions will improve the odds of 

holding an open seat (H13), a preliminary look at Table 8.6 shows mixed results.  The 

last two columns show the average time when the open seat became apparent.  Looking 

first at the 33 seats held by the party that previously occupied them, the opening became 

apparent at a time of 36, or just over a third of the way through the decision timeline.
14

  

For the 26 seats that the opposite party gained, the average time of the retirement 

announcement occurred at 46.  These averages fall just shy of being statistically 

significantly different.
15

  

                                                      

12
 Republican U.S. Representative Bob Coburn won the seat vacated by Senator Don Nickles. 

13
 When dividing southern state from non-southern states (per CQ Weekly), Republicans held 8 of the 9 

seats in the south they had to defend, while the Democrat sonly held 2 of the 13 southern seats.  While the 

difference is less in the non-south, Republicans still had an advantage.  The Republicans held 13 of 18 non-

southern seats (72%) while the Democrats only held 10 of 19 seats (53%). 
14

 .Just as was used when measuring the timing of candidacy decisions, when the seat becomes open is 

denoted using the scale from 0-100, with 0 being the first of January the year prior to the election year, and 

100 being the date of the filing deadline.   
15

 Since I hypothesized that earlier announcements of an open seat would be met with high chances of 

holding the seat, a one tail t-test was used, and the resulting p-value was .111.   
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Table 8.6 - Retirements, Seats Held, and Timing of Open Seat 

Held Lost

Total 59 33 56% 36 46

Dem 32 12 38% 34 46

Rep 27 21 78% 37 48

1994 7 2 29% 26 70

Dem 5 0 0% -- 70

Rep 2 2 100% 26 --

1996 12 8 67% 42 29

Dem 7 4 57% 27 20

Rep 5 4 80% 56 57

1998 4 1 25% 63 10

Dem 2 0 0% -- 15

Rep 2 1 50% 63 0

2000 5 4 80% 28 10

Dem 4 3 75% 33 10

Rep 1 1 100% 13 --

2002 4 3 75% 72 0

Dem 1 0 0% -- 0

Rep 3 3 100% 72 --

2004 8 1 13% 53 48

Dem 5 0 0% -- 44

Rep 3 1 33% 53 56

2006 3 3 100% 7 --

Dem 2 2 100% 10 --

Rep 1 1 100% 53 --

2008 5 3 60% 30 60

Dem 1 1 100% 3 --

Rep 4 2 50% 43 60

2010 11 8 73% 30 80

Dem 5 2 40% 86 80

Rep 6 6 100% 11 --

South 22 10 45%

Dem 13 2 15%

Rep 9 8 89%

Non-South 37 23 62%

Dem 19 10 53%

Rep 18 13 72%

Averages 6.6 3.7 56%

Dem 3.6 1.3 38%

Rep 3.0 2.3 78%

Year
Avg Time of Open Seat

Retirements
Seats 

Held
% Held

 

As shown in Table 8.7, I constructed a simple logit model to predict holding a 

seat.  While the coefficient takes on a negative value meaning that later retirement 
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decisions would lower the likelihood of holding the seat, it is not statistically significant.  

In Model 8.2, I include dichotomous variables for an outgoing Republican incumbent, an 

indicator for the South, and an interaction.  Much of the Republicans success has been in 

the South.
16

  However, the coefficient on the timing of the open seat is still not 

significant.   

Table 8.7 - Simple Logit Models Predicting Party of Retiring Incumbent Holding Open Seat 

8.1 8.2

-1.014 -1.358

(.91) (.91)

.820

(.71)

-1.913**

(.92)

3.132**

(1.51)

0.654 0.685

(..43) (.62)

df 57 54

AIC 83.409 72.88

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Republican --

South --

Republican    

X South
--

Constant

Hold Seat
Model:

Open Seat 

Timing

 

 To be sure, there are many other factors involved in which party wins a Senate 

race.  In some states, a single party has an edge in recent elections.  In these cases where 

one party has an advantage, they will be more likely to hold the seat regardless of when 

the seat became open.  On the eve of the 2012 elections, there were ten open Senate seats 

(AZ, CT, HI, IN, ME, ND, NE, NM, VA, and WI), but several were not expected to be 

                                                      

16
 Southern states include Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia. 
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very close.  For example, Real Clear Politics believed Hawaii, Maine and New Mexico 

were likely victories for the Democrats, while the other races were thought to lean in one 

direction or considered a “toss up”.
17

  If a party does not believe it will be competitive, 

there may be less reason to encourage a retiring member to sacrifice his personal interests 

for the collective interests of the party.  After all, the party is only going to flex its 

muscles when the desired result could not be done without such action. 

 The ability of a party to win an election can also be predicted by taking into 

account the fundraising efforts by each candidate.  In Chapter 5, I utilized FEC reports to 

measure the ability of primary candidates to raise money.  Even though these data were 

from pre-primary reports and both parties have several weeks (or more) of campaigning 

to do , this can serve as a proxy for how competitive a general election will be.  Even if a 

candidate won a primary election, donors may not always be enthusiastic about the odds 

of winning the general election.  In this case, the candidate is likely to raise less money 

than a candidate in the opposite party that is seen by donors to be a better investment.  A 

“receipt ratio” is calculated by comparing the total receipts reported by the party of the 

departing incumbent, and the total receipts of the “out-party”.  For example, following a 

retirement by Mel Martinez (R-FL), the 2010 general election pit State Senator Marco 

Rubio (R) against US Representative Kendrick Meek (D).  According to their pre-

primary reports, Rubio raised $12.8million, and Meek raised about $7.3million, resulting 

in a receipt ratio of 1.75 for the party of the incumbent. 

                                                      

17
 http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/senate/2012_elections_senate_map.html 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/epolls/2012/senate/2012_elections_senate_map.html
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In theory, the party with the fundraising advantage, even if measured just prior to 

the primary, should have a higher chance of winning the seat.  Table 8.8 separates races 

into those where the party of the retiring incumbent raised more money than the “out-

party” from those races where the “out-party” raised more money than the incumbent’s 

party.  Since fundraising data were only collected since 2000, the table shows just 36 

races.  In just over half of these races, the incumbent’s party had the advantage after the 

pre-primary reporting period.  Out of these 19 races, the party held the Senate seat 95% 

of the time.  Conversely, when the incumbent’s party was out fundraised, they only won 

24% of the races.  In other words, there was only one race where the incumbent’s party 

raised more money than the “out-party”, but went on to lose the general election,
18

 and 

there were four cases when the “out-party” raised less money than the incumbent’s party, 

but still won the general election.
19

   

Table 8.8 - Fundraising Advantage, Retirements and Seats Held in Senate Elections 

Retirements Seats Held % Held

Receipt Ratio 36 22 61%

Party $ Advantage 19 18 95%

Party Outspent 17 4 24%

Note: Senate primaries from 2000 to 2010.  

Revisiting the logit models from above, I use this receipt ratio as an additional 

control variable.  On its own, the ratio is a significant predictor of the party of the retiring 

incumbent holding the seat.  As shown in Model 8.4, controlling for the receipt ratio, , 

                                                      

18
 In the 2010 Indiana Senate race, Democrats outraised the Republicans by a factor of 2.6, yet the 

Republicans still won Evan Bayh’s old seat.   
19

 These four races include Oklahoma in 2004, Minnesota in 2006, and in 2010, Connecticut and new 

Hampshire. 
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party, whether seat is in the south, and the interaction of the party and region, later 

retirements result in a lower probability that the party will hold the seat (H13).
20

  

Remember, this is just one aspect of the consequences of the timing of the retirement, as 

it can also affect the individual candidates that emerge in the first place. 

Table 8.9 - Logit Models Predicting Party of Retiring Incumbent Holding Open Seat 

8.3 8.4

-3.336*

(1.77)

1.511** 1.307*

(.71) (.74)

-.911

(1.33)

-18.98

(-2531)

21.84

(-2532)

-1.306* .707

(.78) (1.37)

df 35 30

AIC 41.079 33.491

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Constant

Republican --

Republican    

X South
--

South --

Receipt Ratio

Hold Seat
Model:

Open Seat 

Timing --

 
 

In Chapter 5, I showed that the timing of candidacy decisions has an impact on 

the fundraising success of candidates, but does the timing of when the seat becomes open 

also have an impact on fundraising?  In that chapter, I found when comparing open seat 

races to races against an incumbent, the fact that a race was open did not actually 

improve the odds of winning the primary election, though it did increase the amount of 

                                                      

20
 Using a one tail test, since it was predicted that the later a seat becomes open, the lower the likelihood of 

holding the seat, the p-value is .0508. 
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money candidates were able to raise.  For example, after Senator J. Bennett Johnston (D-

LA) retired early in January 1995, the executive director of the state’s party organization 

claimed the extra time would help his party: “It gives [us] a lot more time to think about 

it and lay the groundwork for a successful campaign” (McMahon and McKinney 1995).  

As noted in H14, controlling for other factors, a longer campaign should increase the 

ability of candidates to raise money.   

Using similar OLS specifications as employed in Chapter 5, I tested whether the 

timing of when the open seat becomes apparent was a significant predictor fundraising 

success.  Where the previous models only controlled for whether an incumbent was 

running, these models isolate only open seats, therefore allowing us to see if the same 

factors influence fundraising success in all races are at work in this subset of races.  

Recall that I found that when controlling for the number of candidates in the race, higher 

levels of experience and earlier entry into races correspond to higher levels of 

fundraising.  Tables 8.10 and 8.11 update the previous models to include the timing of 

when the open seat became apparent and using three different specifications of 

experience: 1) electoral experience, 2) current vs. former officeholders, and 3) the ordinal 

levels of experience.  To summarize the results, just as before, higher levels of experience 

and earlier entry into races lead to higher amounts of money being raised by candidates, 

even when controlling for when the open seat became apparent.  However, the coefficient 

on the timing of the open seat is never statistically significant.  Contrary to H14, 

controlling for other factors, earlier retirement announcements do not have an impact on 

the levels of fundraising for all candidates.   
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Table 8.10 - OLS Models Predicting Fundraising Levels, Controlling for Timing of Open Seat 

8.5a 8.5b 8.6a 8.6b

6.587*** 6.508*** 5.217*** 5.137***

(.663) (.668) (.930) (.934)

2.039** 2.040**

(.976) (.976)

.105 .064 .061 .020

(.239) (.242) (.238) (.242)

-.010 -.007 -.008 -.005

(.239) (.012) (.012) (.012)

-5.047*** -5.325*** -4.978*** -5.256***

(.984) (1.023) (.979) (1.017)

.933 .936

(.935) (.930)

9.480*** 9.425*** 9.577*** 9.522***

(1.242) (1.243) (1.236) (1.238)

df 319 318 318 317

R
2

.4012 .4031 .4093 .4112

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Constant

Current

--

Decision 

Timing

Log(Receipts)

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Model:

Open Seat 

Timing

-- --

--
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Table 8.11 - OLS Models Predicting Fundraising Levels by Ordinal Experience and Controlling for 

Timing of Open Seat 

8.7a 8.7b

6.920*** 6.834***

(.751) (.757)

5.247*** 5.194***

(1.045) (1.047)

.159 .121

(.244) (.248)

-.013 -.010

(.012) (.012)

-5.259*** -5.511***

(.984) (1.024)

.840

(.942)

9.524*** 9.483***

(1.260) (1.261)

df 318 317

R
2

0.3959 0.3975

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: Baseline is Experience4

Model:
Log(Receipts)

Experience2

Experience3

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision 

Timing

Open Seat 

Timing

Constant

--

 

 In order to test the hypotheses concerning whether retiring incumbents care about 

just their own goals or the goals of their party (i.e. holding the seat in next election), I 

collapse the data on the presence and timing of the retirements by the political climate, as 

shown in Table 8.12.
21

  The other five elections serve as a baseline category.  Recall the 

expectations as presented above in Table 8.1.  In terms of the presence of retirements, if 

the individual goals model holds, more retirements will occur when an incumbent’s party 

is not favored in a given election year (H10a).  By retiring, these politicians can avoid a 

                                                      

21
 Just as above, the “GOP Climate” includes the 1994 and 2010 elections, where the climate was favorable 

to the Democrats in 2006 and 2008.   
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difficult campaign and a potential loss.  According to the party model, partisans will be 

more likely to retire in a positive electoral climate, as the party will be more likely to win 

an open seat election. (H10b).  In terms of the timing of retirements within the decision 

timeline, individuals will prefer earlier retirements (H15a), freeing themselves from the 

challenges of campaign and giving them more flexibility in their legislative activities.  

But if retiring members are concerned about the ability of their party to retain control of 

the seats they are vacating, there should be evidence that when the electoral climate is 

against a party, retiring member will announce their decisions later in the timeline 

(H15b).  As a result, the party hopes to minimize the impact of the poor electoral climate. 
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Table 8.12 - Retirements, Seats Held, and Timing of Open Seat, By Electoral Climate 

Open Seat Timing in Parantheses

Control of Seat

Avg 

Climate

14 Retirements

10 Holds 

(Held: 53; Lost: 42)

19 Retirements 

7 Holds 

(Held: 30; Lost: 29)

GOP 

Climate

6 Retirements

6 Holds

(Held: 29)

10 Retirements

2 Holds

(Held: 86; Lost: 74)

Dem 

Climate

5 Retirements

3 Holds

(Held: 29; Lost: 60)

3 Retirements

3 Holds 

(Held: 07)

Republican Seat Democrat Seat

 

First, consider the frequency of retirements and the instances where the party was 

successful in holding the seat of the retiring incumbent.  When the climate favored the 

Republicans, there were six GOP retirements and all six saw Republicans winning the 

open seat.  Conversely, when the climate favored the Democrats, they won all three of the 

open seats.  For the Republicans, more retirements took place (6 vs. 5) when the climate 

was favorable.  For the Democrats, there were more retirements when the climate was 

against them.  While not very rigorous, the points to a trend in the Democrats favoring 

individual as opposed to collective interests.  Of course, these Democrats may have 

retired at the right time, considering their fellow partisans only won 2 of the 10 open seat 

races.   
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Turning to the timing of the retirements, when the climate favored one party, the 

retirements seemed to occur relatively early in the decision timeline.  For the six 

Republican retirements in 1994 and 2010, the average seat became open just under a third 

of the way through the timeline (29).  In the three Democratic retirements in 2006 and 

2008, the average retirement occurred even earlier in the timeline (7).  This seems to 

show evidence for retiring members favoring their individual interest (H15a).  But when 

the climate turns against a party, there seems to be more variance in the timing of the 

decisions.  For the Republicans, 3 of the 5 open seats were held. Comparing the average 

time of the retirement between these races, and the two the Republicans lost, the former 

saw earlier retirement announcements (29 vs. 60).   Despite the Democrats only winning 

2 of the 10 open seats they had to defend, in these races, the average retirement occurred 

much later in the decision timeline.  In the two holds, the average open seat occurred at 

time 86, while the average open seat occurred at time 79 for the other eight races.  This 

possibly shows evidence that the Democrats attempted to hold the seats by announcing 

retirements later in the timeline, although this was met with limited success. 

Given the small numbers of retirements, it is difficult to draw conclusive evidence 

to support these hypotheses.  However, it seems clear that in some cases, the presence 

and timing of retirement can have an impact on not only how the primary race unfolds in 

terms of which candidates enter, but also on the eventual success of those candidates.  

While we cannot be certain about the size of the effects, there is solid qualitative 

evidence to show that political actors perceive there to be consequences stemming from 

the presence of open seats as well as when the seat becomes open.  To be sure, just 
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because politicians attempt to bring about a certain outcome through their strategic 

action, there is no certainty that the outcome will be achieved.  In the end, scholars 

should take note of the potential impact that the timing of retirements can have on 

candidate emergence and primary success.   
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“…the standard nomination setting has sufficiently reduced the role of the public to the 

point that it can barely be considered truly a democratic process at all.”  

  -John Aldrich
1
   

 

Chapter 9 - Implications for Representation and Future Work 

The long process leading up to primary nominations for Senate races should not 

be seen as equivalent to that of nominating presidential candidates, but aspects of this 

“invisible primary” (Aldrich 1980a, Cohen, et al. 2008) can provide insights into how 

congressional races unfold.  Within individual states and Senate races, a similar process 

is at work – albeit on a smaller scale.  These insights are not possible if scholars continue 

to treat ambition and candidate emergence as a static concept.  As this project has shown, 

there is great variation in the strategy of potential candidates and the timing at which 

politicians enter primary races or exit from consideration,.  I have also shown that this 

behavior has important consequences. 

Aldrich argues that in presidential nominations, the public’s ability to influence 

nomination outcomes has subsided to the “nomination elite”, such as “officeholders, 

activists, resource provides, campaign specialists, media personnel, and the like” (2009, 

33).  Through both qualitative and quantitative analyses, I have established the important 

role these factors play in shaping the dynamic nature of Senate primaries, but the 

questions remain: To what extent do these forces alter the democratic choice of voters, 

and what are the consequences for representation?   

                                                      

1
 Alrich is commenting on the state of presidential primary nominations and the results of reforms enacting 

since the 1970s (2009, 33). 
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Before I address these points, this closing chapter begins by briefly recapitulating 

the key arguments and findings of this project.  Appendix D includes tables that display 

the hypotheses tested and the evidence provided in each substantive chapter.  Next, I 

discuss the implications of this research.  It is not enough to understand the strategic 

behavior of politicians.  Using a number of conceptions of representation presented by 

leading theorists, I discuss the consequences of this research on understanding the 

connection between citizens and their elected officials.  Finally, I close by presenting a 

number of avenues for further research. 

9.1 – An Brief Summary 

 

The impetus behind this project was to unfold the primary election process and 

better understand the interactions of ambitious politicians and the effects on candidate 

emergence and representation.   Scholars have taught us which individuals might foster 

ambitions (e.g. Rohde 1979, Fowler and McClure 1989), how ambition arises in the first 

place (e.g. Lawless 2012), and how this translates into candidacy decisions on various 

levels of government (e.g. Maestas 2003, Maestas, et al. 2006).  While we understand 

ambition theoretically as a fluid and dynamic concept (e.g. Black 1972), this has not 

always translated into empirical work.  There has been some work on the changing nature 

of ambition over the course of a career (e.g. Hibbing 1991), the changing opportunity 

structure (e.g. Schlesinger 1966), and the fickle political climate (e.g. Jacobson and 

Kernell 1983), but less attention has focused on the dynamics within each race.  Research 

seems to tell us that vulnerable incumbents and open seat races should be met with 
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crowds of ambitious office seekers, yet so often, very few contenders actually emerge.  

Should we conclude that few actually hold political ambition?  Or, are there systematic 

forces at work influencing which individuals emerge as candidates to be considered by 

the electorate?     

In Chapter 3, I presented a Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions to explain 

the behavior of ambitious potential office seekers.  I argue that the dynamic nature of 

primary campaigns becomes understandable once we unfold these races and analyze how 

the context of each race, and the characteristics and decisions of ambitious potential 

candidates interact.  By considering the concepts of a “Pool of Potential Candidates” and 

a primary election “Decision Timeline”, I argue that the construction of the slate of 

primary candidates occurs in systematic ways.  Potential candidates may begin to 

consider a particular race years before Election Day, and long before casual observers of 

politics take notice.  These ambitious individuals consider the potential of a campaign as 

they ask themselves: How successful could my campaign be if I entered the race today?   

What if I entered the race next month? Or, next year?  Conversely, prospective candidates 

must also contend with the great amount of uncertainty present when running for office.  

An individual will ask himself: what are the odds I can win primary election, and then the 

general election?  How will the national electoral climate affect this race?  Whom will I 

be competing against?  Will my party support me?  Can I attract media attention?  Are 

the potential benefits of running greater than the costs of giving my current office?  The 

campaign potential and the uncertainty of a potential campaign are closely intertwined, 
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and both are highest at the start of the decision timeline and decrease leading up to the 

filing deadline.   

Using experience to differentiate between the quality of potential candidates, I 

argue that office seekers make candidacy decisions in different ways.  For the highest 

quality individuals, such as members of the US House, or governors, being the first to 

enter a race can pay high dividends.  Using their name recognition and experience, these 

individuals are able to attract campaign resources such as donations, support from elites, 

and media attention.  By doing so, they are improving their chances of success, or 

lowering their own electoral uncertainty.  For lower quality challengers, such as local 

politicians or state legislators, entering early in the timeline is less effective, as in a world 

with limited resources, these candidates are unable to compete with more prestigious 

politicians.  Instead, these politicians will find it more advantageous to wait for a period 

of less uncertainty; maybe another office opens up, or the electoral climate will change in 

such a way that a candidacy announcement will make more sense, such as a high quality 

candidate failing to emerge, or one that stumbles along the campaign trail.   

A key tenet in my argument is that the decisions of potential candidates are not 

made in a vacuum.  One candidacy decision can also affect the decisions – both campaign 

potential and uncertainty – of another ambitious politician, but this ability to influence is 

asymmetric.  By entering a race early in the timeline, the highest quality candidates can 

deter other candidates from emerging, in much the same way an incumbent deters 

challengers (Jacobson 2008).  Those potential candidates with the most to lose (e.g. 

current officeholders) will be less eager to enter a race when others have already 
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established themselves as candidates.  On the other hand, lower quality candidates will 

not have the ability to influence the decisions of high quality potential candidates.    

In Chapter 4, I outlined the comprehensive data collection process necessary for 

such a close inspection of the decision timeline.  This provided a clear picture to readers, 

but also allowed me to express confidence that the data I collected measure the concepts I 

intended them to measure.  Rather than make inappropriate assumptions about which 

types of individuals would be interested in a particular race, I populated a pool of 

potential candidates based on media accounts within each individual race – some 

emerged as candidates while others took their names out of consideration.  To understand 

the dynamic nature of this process, I also recorded when these decisions took place.  In 

the end, I had over 3,300 potential candidates from over 600 individual primary races 

classified by a detailed categorization of experience levels.  As part of the data collection 

process, I made two key assumptions: 1) I assumed that if a politician was coded as being 

a potential candidate at any point in the timeline, that individual was a potential candidate 

from the start of the timeline; 2) I assumed that the pool of potential candidates that I 

constructed mirrors the true (and theoretically un-observable) pool of potential 

candidates.  If this second assumption is untrue, meaning there are potential candidates 

that I did not account for, the inferences I draw from the data will be suspect.   
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In the first of four substantive chapters, I analyzed the determinants of success in 

primary elections in Chapter 5, focusing only on the announced candidates for office.
2
  

By operationalizing success in two dimensions, I tested several hypotheses dealing with 

both electoral and fundraising success.  As predicted, candidates with higher levels of 

experience were more likely to win the primary election, and were able to raise more 

money.  To test the robustness of this finding, I used several specifications of experience 

and found consistent results.  Similarly, earlier entry into a race was also a significant 

predictor of both types of success, even when controlling for other factors.  Interestingly, 

I found that the presence of an open seat race did not increase the predicted probability of 

winning an election, but it did predict a higher level of fundraising for primary 

candidates.  

I focused on the timing of candidacy decisions in Chapter 6.  Given the dynamic 

nature of these decisions, I utilized survival analysis techniques; I predicted the duration 

of time individuals would remain in the pool of potential candidates before they 

announced their candidacy.  At each point on the decision timeline, it was possible for 

someone to enter the race, or exit from consideration.  While the former is the event of 

interest
3
, the latter represents a censored observation – once someone has stopped 

considering a particular race, he is no longer at risk of becoming a candidate.   Using both 

                                                      

2
 I chose to have this be the first substantive chapter to establish the direct factors of electoral and 

fundraising success, including the timing of entry into races.  The determinants of this timing (Ch 6) and 

the indirect effect of candidacy decisions – shaping the candidate field (Ch 7) – are the topics of the next 

two chapters.  The final substantive chapter (Ch 8) considers strategic retirements as a phenomenon than 

can alter the decision timeline as defined in Chapter 3.    
3
 These techniques are often used to study mortality.  In these cases, death is the event of interest, thus the 

idea of survival analysis.   
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non-parametric and semi-parametric methods, I investigated the effect of experience and 

the political context on the timing of candidacy decisions.  In using simple event history 

models, rather than make assumptions of the underlying distribution for survival times, I 

chose methods that assume not all of the potential candidates will actually emerge even if 

the decision timeline continued beyond the filing deadline.
4
  The methods used to test the 

hypotheses presented estimated this survival fraction, in addition to the predicted 

duration for those that did enter the race.  Once again, the experience of potential 

candidates was a significant predictor of the time until individuals emerge as candidates. 

Regardless of the specification of experience used – elected experience, 

incumbency, current vs. former officeholder, or an ordinal grouping – the non-parametric 

tests showed the survival times were distinct across levels of experience.   Using an 

accelerated failure time mixture cure (AFTMC) model, the relative survival for each 

treatment was between 30% and 76% of the survival time of those potential candidates in 

the control group.  When looking at how open seats influence the timing of candidacy 

decisions, the results were not as hypothesized.  According to the non-parametric tests, 

survival times appear longer for races without incumbents, which may be a function of 

the higher number of potential candidates that weigh entering these races.  And when 

controlling for the fact that a portion of these potential candidates will survive the entire 

decision timeline, the relative survival for candidates is nearly 50% longer than potential 

candidates in races where an incumbent will be faced either in the primary or in the 

                                                      

4
 In studies of mortality, an implicit assumption is that if the period of observation were long enough,  

everyone will eventually die. 
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general election.  However, restricting the analysis to only open races, just as before, 

potential candidates with electoral experience were making candidacy decisions sooner 

than those without equivalent levels of experience. 

In Chapter 7, I analyzed the interactions between potential candidates over the 

course of the decision timeline.  In Chapter 6, this dynamic was present in theory, yet was 

not accounted for in the empirical models.  This chapter began by closely examining the 

Senate race in Florida leading up to the 2010 election to fill the seat vacated by Mel 

Martinez (R-FL).  Present in the media accounts of the race was clear evidence of the 

interplay between the individuals interested in the open seat, though the most significant 

interactions occurred among the highest quality politicians, or those with high levels of 

experience.  While each race has a unique character, the forces at play in the Florida race 

generalize to countless other races in the dataset.  In an effort to try to understand these 

strategic interactions on a wider level, I transformed the dataset from one with each 

potential candidate serving as the unit of analysis, to a much larger dataset that treats each 

opportunity that each candidate had to enter the race as an observation.  By creating a 

time-dependent covariate – a counter of the number of candidates currently in the race 

with previous electoral experience – I could see how the changing shape of the race 

affected those individuals still weighing a run.   

In order to test similar hypotheses from Chapter 6, as well as new hypotheses 

dealing with the changing slate of candidates, I employed dynamic accelerated failure 
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time models with an underlying Weibull distribution.
5
  When only modeling the level of 

experience for potential candidates, the results of its effect on survival times were mixed 

– for example, opposite of what I hypothesized, potential candidates with electoral 

experience survived in the pool 10% longer than those without equivalent experience.  

Once I added the time-dependent covariate, the results confirmed the hypotheses as 

predicted.  As the number of high quality (#HQ) candidates in the race grew, the 

politicians still considering the race were entering the race more quickly.   

When including the interaction between the experience of potential candidates 

and the number of high quality candidates in the race, the models showed a negative 

coefficient, as predicted.  As the number of experienced candidates in the race grew, high 

quality potential candidates were less likely to emerge as candidates.
6
  When comparing 

open seat races with those including incumbents, as the number of high quality 

candidates in the race increased, potential candidates were quicker to enter the 

competition.  This seems to show that all types of candidates are likely to emerge when 

there is an open seat, and if the incumbent is running, a larger field of candidates 

indicates a vulnerable incumbent.  By adding a quadratic term for the number of high 

quality candidates, I found that in nearly all specifications the impact of the number of 

HQ candidates in the race decreases with each additional candidate that emerges. 

                                                      

5
 While these methods were inappropriate for the previous chapter, the addition of time varying covariates 

justified the use of these techniques for this chapter.   
6
 The one exception occurred when comparing the effect of additional high quality candidates in the race 

between incumbents and non-incumbents.   
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In the final substantive chapter, I examined the impact that the timing of 

retirement decisions had on the unfolding of the decision timeline as well as the electoral 

implications of these open seats.  Unlike other races where an incumbent was assumed to 

be running and often declared his re-election early in the campaign, retirements shock the 

decision timeline.  Once this occurs, the result is often a completely different race.  The 

chapter began with an example of a very late retirement – the departure of Senator Evan 

Bayh (D-IN) – followed by a discussion about the expectations for these situations based 

off the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions.  In Chapter 3, I argued that some 

politicians care about the interests of their party in addition to their own personal 

interests.  Even if a politician was planning to leave Capitol Hill, it is possible he will be 

strategic in his departure – potentially deferring his retirement for the next election, or 

possibly coordinating his departure at strategic times along the decision timeline.   

Depending on the political climate, I argued that expectations in the presence and 

the timing of retirement decisions will vary.  While only 59 retirements occurred over the 

nine election cycles examined in this project, my goal was to test two alternative models 

– one where retiring members are concerned more with their own personal interests and a 

model where collective interests of the party influence the decision-making of departing 

senators.  I found more evidence for the individual goal model, and that most candidacy 

decisions in these races occurred after the retirement announcement.  When politicians 

sensed an incumbent on the fence over whether to retire, they voiced their displeasure.   

On its own, the timing of when the seat became open was not a significant 

predictor of the incumbent’s party holding the seat in the next election; however, this 
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changed when I controlled for the fundraising between the candidates in the general 

election.    When looking at the presence and timing of retirements by electoral climate, 

there was also more evidence for the individual interest model over the party model.  

Still, there was circumstantial evidence that in the face of a poor climate, incumbents may 

announce their retirement decision late in the timeline in hopes of neutralizing the 

advantage the other party will have in an open seat race.  While there are not enough data 

to be certain, and realizing that strategic decisions may not always bring about the desired 

outcomes, it is clear that the timing of retirement can have an impact on how the primary 

race unfolds in certain circumstances.  Researchers must handle these races with care 

when studying ambition and emergence. 

  

9.2 – Implications for Representation 

At the outset of this project, I argued that ambition and candidate emergence have 

important consequences for representation.  In theory, we want elections to pick the 

“best” candidates.  Considering the dual nature of Congress (Herrnson 2008, Davidson, et 

al. 2012), there is a demand for members of Congress to represent their constituents and 

the local concerns of one’s district, but as an institution, we expect Congress to act as a 

lawmaking body for the good of the entire nation.
7
  Most would agree that there is a 

demand for high quality candidates for office to be both a local representative, but also a 

national lawmaker.  This project has demonstrated that there is also a sizable pool of 

                                                      

7
 This dichotomy can also be seen in the unique “hill” and “home” styles the members of Congress develop 

(Fenno 1978). 
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ambitious individuals that consider running for office.  However, the voters can only 

choose from those that make themselves available to the electorate.  If the best slate of 

candidates are not options on Election Day, the winner may not be the best representative 

for a district or a lawmaker for the nation.  Winning an election does not necessarily 

imply that that individual is the best-qualified person for the job.  To the extent that the 

winner is not the best candidate out of the entire pool of potential candidates (or even the 

entire eligible population), representation suffers.     

 

9.2.1 – The Complex Concept of Representation   

This idea of the “best” or “ideal” representative may be intractable to some 

readers, but the fact remains that representation in general is a mysterious concept for 

scholars as well.  As noted in the excellent review of the literature in this area, the 

Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy concedes that “the concept of political 

representation is misleadingly simple: everyone seems to know what it is, yet few can 

agree on any particular definition (Dovi 2011).   Scholars disagree about how politicians 

should represent their constituents and how the latter can hold the former accountable.   

Some normative conceptions of representation focus on whether representatives 

should act as delegates or as trustees.  In the former, representatives are empowered by 

their constituents and expected to carry out their demands.  Madison argues that selection 

of legislators involves “every security which can be devised or desired for their fidelity to 

their constituents” (1788).   Edmund Burke prescribed the trustee model: “Parliament is a 

deliberative assembly of one nation, with one interest, that of the whole…you choose a 
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member indeed, but when you have chosen him he is not a member of Bristol, but he is a 

member of Parliament” (1790 [1968], 115).  This results in a contradiction: delegates 

must heed the wishes of their constituents, while trustees are empowered to choose the 

action they believe best.   

In her treatise on representation, Pitkin (1967) argues that citizens should protect 

the ability of their representatives to serve as both a delegate and trustee.  Comparing this 

concept to “a rather complicated, convoluted, three-dimensional structure in the middle 

of a dark enclosure” (10), she believes it is important to consider four different forms of 

representation: formalistic, descriptive, symbolic, and substantive.  Formalistic 

representation deals with the institutional structures that give a legislator authority and 

allow constituents to hold that representative accountable.  The symbolic form seeks to 

uncover how a representative “stands for” constituents.  The third conception, descriptive 

representation, focuses on how much the representative resembles the constituents, for 

example demographically.  Lastly, substantive representation is the extent to which a 

representative can advocate for constituents, for example, can a wealthy businessman 

represent the interests of women, minorities, or the poor? Not satisfied with the existing 

interpretations, other scholars continue to wrestle with, and improve our understanding 

of, political representation (e.g. Mansbridge 2003, Shapiro, et al. 2009).
8
   

 

                                                      

8
 Once again, Dovi (2011) provides an excellent overview of scholarly work on representation 
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9.2.2 – Ambition, Strategic Decision Making, and Representation 

When examining the consequences of this project for representation, it is 

important to consider both the supply of candidates, and the demand for candidates by the 

electorate.  Principal-agent relationships abound in politics and in the context of 

representation, citizens “hire” legislators to serve their local and collective interests.  In 

the face of individuals with conflicting motivations, agency loss is possible..  To solve 

this problem, constituents have a collective incentive to monitor their representatives and 

threaten to choose new representatives should they be unhappy with their performance.  

However, this implicitly assumes that potential new representatives make themselves 

available as alternatives to the incumbent.  These ideas of authorization and 

accountability are the center of Pitkin’s view of formalistic representation.     

It is important that voters in a democracy believe they have access to good 

candidates for office.  Whether it is between parties or candidates, voters value choices, 

but are often left without this luxury.  Although less common on the national level, many 

incumbents are unchallenged in the general election, and are even less likely to be 

challenged in the primary.  To be sure, even races with challengers are sometimes not 

very competitive.  While this project has focused on Senate primaries, the consequences 

of ambition and strategic decision making on representation can be applied broadly to 

elections on the federal, state, and local level.   

According to a recent article in the PA Independent, unopposed and 

uncompetitive races are problematic for a healthy democracy (Daniels 2012).   Half of 

Pennsylvania’s State House districts and over a third of the State Senate seats were 
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unopposed in 2012.  A one-time Senate candidate and chair of the Pennsylvania Green 

Party lamented, “it is shameful, in a democratic sense, that so many races are 

unopposed…from a consumer point of view, we do not have choice on the ballot.  It so 

perverts what masquerades as political discourse.  All you get is this one-sided argument 

or these nonsense divisive issues that have very little to do with reality.”  The lack of 

candidates is a “tragedy” according to the president of the Pennsylvania League of 

Women Voters: “People don’t want to be criticized.  They want to feel that their families 

are kept separate from what they’re doing, especially if they’ve got school-aged kids who 

may not understand about why people are saying bad things about their moms and dads.”  

Of course, there are alternatives to this view.  As echoed by the state’s deputy executive 

director of the Senate Democratic Campaign Committee, “If nobody’s willing to stand up 

and run against them and nobody feels the need to do so, then they’re probably serving 

their constituents well and doing what their constituents want.”   

If a politician is vulnerable as a result if not serving the interests of a district, there 

is still no guarantee that the challenger that emerges is the most qualified for the job.  One 

such incumbent in the crosshairs for 2014 may be Senator Mary Landrieu (D-LA).  Not 

so long ago, according to a recent article in Roll Call, Congressman Bill Cassidy was 

seen as a consensus nominee thanks to his moderate stance within the Republican Party 

and a large coffer of money (Miller 2013).  Despite all the chatter, Cassidy has yet to 

announce his campaign, and his inaction has increased the potential for a primary fight, 

according to a GOP strategist.  His hesitation is a “big mistake as it allows other potential 

candidates to consider the race, and keeps donors and grassroots supporters from 
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coalescing around him.”  It is possible that his indecision is a sign that he is not the right 

candidate for the job, but if he is, the possibility of a drawn out primary fight may 

dissuade him from making himself available to voters in the Pelican state.   

Examples like this are very common when examining the decision timeline 

leading up to primary elections.  Each election cycle, thousands of potential candidates 

consider making a run for higher office at either the state or federal level, yet a large 

portion of these are disenchanted by a long campaign that might end in a defeat.  Even if 

they might be preferred by the voters, many ambitious individuals will never actually 

make it on the ballot.  As a result, voter choice and representation suffers.  Table 9.1 

reproduces a table from Chapter 7, and shows the number of primary races containing 

different numbers of high quality challengers.  It is understandable that some could 

believe that voters lack choices.  In a fifth of all primary races, no challenger emerged 

that had any electoral experience, and in over half of the races, only one candidate 

meeting this criteria stood before the electorate.   

Table 9.1 - Number of Candidates with Electoral Experience in Primary Races 

HQ Candidates Frequency % Cumulative %

0 121 20% 20%

1 327 54% 73%

2 106 17% 91%

3 35 6% 96%

4 12 2% 98%

5 6 1% 99%

6 3 0% 100%

7 1 0% 100%

Totals 611 100%  
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According to the director of the non-partisan Center for the Study of the 

American Electorate, the low levels of voter turnout is “awful”:  

There's a lot of lack of trust in our leaders, a lack of positive feelings about 

political institutions, a lack of quality education for large segments of the 

public, a lack of civic education, the fragmenting effects of waves of 

communications technology, the cynicism of the coverage of politics — I 

could go on with a long litany (Page 2012). 
 

One person interviewed in the story had never voted in his life: “If a candidate I liked ran 

for the presidency, that had the right things to say, I'd go vote, but they say the same 

things; they make promises; they don't keep them. It's ridiculous. If I vote, nothing is 

going to come of it. It's just going to be like it is right now.”   

If voter turnout in presidential races seems low, the lack of participation in off 

year races is dismal.  According to the United States Election Project, 53.6% of the 

voting age population (VAP) went to the polls in 2012, which was down from 56.9% in 

2008 (McDonald 2013).  In the 2010 midterms, turnout was a meager 37.8%, though this 

was a .6% increase from 2006.
9
  Regardless of whether they vote, many are quick to 

decry how Congress handles its job.  According to Gallup, the 113
th

 Congress begin with 

a 14% approval rating (Newport 2013), and as recently as September of 2012, 65% of 

respondents felt they could trust Congress “not very much” or “never” ("Trust in 

Government"  2013).  While it is true that individual members of Congress are more 

popular than the institution at large (Hibbing and Larimer 2005), it is safe to say many 

are unhappy with the legislative branch.   

                                                      

9
 The scholars involved in the project prefer to use the less often reported Voting Eligible population 

(VEP).  While slightly more encouraging, turnout is still quite low.  The VEP for the VAP presented here 

are: 58.7%, 62.2%, 41.7%, and 41.3%, respectively.   
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In a response to the question: “How much trust and confidence do you have in 

general in men and women in political life in this country who either hold or are running 

for public office?”, 53% responded with either “not very much” or “none at all”, and only 

6% said “a great deal” (“Trust in Government” 2011).  If voters or citizens at large are 

unhappy with the alternatives they have to choose from in elections, they may not believe 

that their representative has a legitimate mandate to represent people like them.  Even if 

they approve of their current legislator, this does not imply that representation might not 

have the potential to improve. 

If constituents are unhappy with their legislator yet also unable to hold him or her 

accountable, formalistic representation suffers.  The health of a democracy relies on a 

steady stream of ambitious candidates to provide an effective check on those in power.  

Scholars have cited numerous reasons that these candidates do not emerge, including the 

costs to their personal lives, incomes, careers, and families (Maisel and Stone 1997).  In a 

poll of potential candidates, scholars discovered that the most significant deterrent to 

running was fundraising, which was cited twice as much as other factors.  When those 

ambitious politicians do not make themselves available to the electorate, constituents lack 

an effective way to control or punish errant lawmakers.     

This project also has implications for anyone concerned with Pitkin’s concept of 

“descriptive representation”.  Congress has never mirrored the population it represents on 
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most economic and demographic characteristics.
10

  Even though the 113
th

 is among the 

most diverse in history, some believe more can be done.  The Congress is wealthier and 

more educated than the general population, as 92% of House members and 99% of the 

Senators hold college degrees, and 2/3 of the legislators hold graduate degrees (over a 

third of legislators hold law degrees).  While religiosity varies, Catholics, Protestants and 

Jews are overrepresented in Congress.  In terms of race, though blacks and Hispanics 

make up 13% and 15% of the nation, they are only 8% and 5.8% of Congress, 

respectively.  While men make up less than half of the total population, only 28% of the 

legislators on Capitol Hill are women.   

Studies have shown that there is value to increasing minorities in Congress for the 

representation of those groups.  African Americans represented by blacks representatives 

are more likely to follow and approve of their legislator, even when controlling for party 

identification (Brunell, et al. 2008).  When an individual is represented by a member of 

Congress from the same race, that person is 27% more likely to recognize the name of 

their representative than those represented by someone of a different race (Box-

Steffensmeier, et al. 2003).  Other scholars have found that females address different 

types of legislation than men, most notably on issues that are of special concern to 

women and children (Vega and Firestone 1995).  While it is common to think of 

representation as a dyadic concept – a member and her constituents – for minority 

legislators, there is often an expectation that she will represent that group collectively, 

                                                      

10
 For an in depth discussion on the comparison of Congress and the general population, see Congress and 

its Members, 13
th

 edition (Davidson, et al. 2012). 
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regardless of where they live (Weissberg 1978).  This sometimes presents a challenge.  

Barney Frank said one of the toughest tasks as a gay legislator is to “convince voters that 

you will not disproportionately focus on that minority’s issues” (Niedowski 1998, 1051). 

 These advantages do not necessarily translate to larger number of minorities 

making themselves available to the electorate.  Using data from the Citizen Political 

Ambition Panel Study, Lawless (2012) was able to uncover a number of interesting 

trends regarding minority status and candidate emergence.  First, men are twice as likely 

as women to have considered running for office are, and there is a gender gap in nascent 

ambition
11

 for minority groups.  In both statewide and federal races, women are less 

likely than men to be interested in elected office, less likely to be recruited by party 

leaders, and less likely to see themselves as qualified to serve – therefore it is not 

surprising that women are less likely than men to emerge as candidates.  Interestingly, 

blacks are more likely than whites to be recruited to run for office and more likely to 

believe themselves to be qualified for the job.  Lawless is quick to point out, however, 

that just because the presence of minorities considering a candidacy is increasing, this 

does not necessarily lead to these individuals actually emerging: 

Without substantial changes to the types of candidates electoral 

gatekeepers recruit, fundamental shifts in family dynamics both in 

childhood and adulthood, or widespread improvement in the manner in 

which citizens assess politicians and political institutions, politically 

connected white men will continue to dominate not only the individuals 

who decide to run for office, but also the pool of eligible candidates who 

think seriously about a candidacy (196).   

                                                      

11
 Lawless uses this term to describe individuals with the ambition to run for office, even before they decide 

to run in a particular race.   
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To be sure, there are scholars that believe adequate representation for these 

groups can still be achieved through Pitkin’s idea of substantive representation (1967), 

where legislators advocate for certain groups even if they themselves are not from that 

group.  Some believe that descriptive representation can actually have negative 

consequences.  Young (2000) notes that by the nature of one person representing many, 

some groups will always be left marginalized.  Even with the creation of majority-

minority districts intended to increase the quality of representation for a group, these 

become electorally secure for incumbents resulting in less responsiveness to constituent 

concerns.  In addition, surrounding districts may become bleached and more likely to 

elect conservative legislators.  Calling this the “paradox of representation”, Lublin (1997) 

notes that higher numbers of minority lawmakers resulted in a more conservative House 

that limited the ability of minorities to influence legislative outcomes. 

Regardless of whether one advocates for descriptive or substantive representation, 

if individuals concerned with minorities do not emerge as candidates, representation 

suffers.  If they are dissuaded from entering the campaign thinking they are unable to 

compete with higher quality officials that entered earlier in the timeline, representation 

suffers.  Without candidates that are concerned with their interests, minority voters could 

feel alienated   When voters continually go to the polls only to have their preferred 

candidate lose, voters become discouraged, lose respect for the system, and be less likely 

to participate in the future.  This may occur for minority members living in an area where 

no level of enthusiasm or participation would be enough to overcome a determined (often 
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white) majority (Barreto, et al. 2004).  In these cases, the existence of majority-minority 

districts provide opportunities to empower minority voters, especially when they are 

coming to the polls for the first time (Lublin 1997).  Similarly, if ambitious minority 

members do not emerge as candidates and make themselves available to the electorate, 

minority voters may become disenchanted and be less likely to participate.  As a result, 

candidates may begin to pay less attention to the demands of these non-voters.  Once 

again, representation suffers.   

Electoral accountability depends on voters having alternatives to choose from 

when incumbents no longer serve their constituents adequately.  When elections are 

competitive, turnout increases, citizens become more engaged, and representatives 

become more responsive (Barreto and Streb 2007).  Lawless implores that “because 

competition is a central criterion for evaluating the quality of elections, the viability of 

our electoral system and representative democracy is degraded when a broad group of 

citizens are not willing to enter the electoral arena” (2012, 7).  While this project has 

identified large pools of potential candidates considering entering this arena, the 

proportion of these that do emerge is relatively small.  As a result, the choice of voters is 

limited, and the quality of representation can decrease.     

 

9.3 – Avenues for Further Research 

Norrander (2010, 514) believes that “primaries provide a more exciting setting 

than general elections for investigating the effects of campaigns, election rules, media 

coverage, political elites, and voter decision making.”  For the scholars that study these 
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contests, the challenges of understanding these multi-candidate races are well known.  

The Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions argues that as complex and dynamic as 

these races may be, they do unfold in predictable ways.  In order to test the tenets of this 

theory, I compiled a substantial original dataset with detailed information on the 

experience of potential candidates and the timing of candidacy decisions.  As a result, I 

have been able to capture the dynamics that occur within the decision timeline in a way 

that has gone under-appreciated by other scholars.  As enlightening as the findings 

presented above have been, this dissertation is just the first step for this project.   

 Norrander goes on to claim that “the best research on primaries incorporates 

variations that are found across election years, across parties, across types of contests, or 

across types of candidates” (2010, 515).  While this project has addressed each of these 

dimensions to one extent or another, my future work will continue to refine, improve, and 

augment the Theory of Strategic Candidacy Decisions.  Besides these efforts, I will also 

collecting additional data, both in the original dataset, but also for the 2012 primary 

elections and the primary elections moving forward.  Second, I plan to investigate further 

the effects of the institutional structures that ambitious office seekers operate within.  

Third, I will improve the methodological approaches to better understand the strategic 

interactions between potential candidates, and finally, I will continue to inquire the extent 

to which parties, candidates, and citizens can improve the quality of representation 

provided to the public.   
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9.3.1 – Efforts to Improve Data Collection  

For the dedicated scholar, there are always additional data to collect and analyze.  

While some anecdotes were included from this past election cycle, the data on the timing 

of candidacy decisions ends in 2010.  There is no reason to expect that the forces that 

played a role in my data were any less important in 2012; so long as politicians hold 

ambition, and voters and activists provide a demand for candidates, it is unlikely the 

perpetual nature of campaigns will show any signs of weakness.  Each new election cycle 

provides additional data to test the implications of my argument out of sample.  Despite 

having three election cycles for each Senate class, I have yet to take full advantage of the 

scope of this dataset to see how the behavior of potential candidates change over time and 

across institutional settings.  As I update the dataset every two years, this dataset will 

continue to be a fertile ground for scholarship.  For example, what portion of the pool 

considering a race are first time prospective candidates, and what portion are individuals 

that have considered running before?  To what extent has the interactions between 

candidates changed over time, especially in an era with increasing polarization both in 

government and in the electorate?  How do challengers respond to facing an incumbent in 

the primary election versus likely facing the incumbent in the general election? 

While newspaper accounts provided the raw data for much of the project, with the 

increased presence of political journalists in the blogosphere, new data sources for 

potential candidates are constantly emerging.  By continuing to use a variety of sources, I 

will be able to be even more confident in the data collection process in terms of 

reconstructing the true pool of potential candidates weighing a run for office.  In theory, 
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this should also improve the ability to pick up lesser-known individuals that may fly 

beneath the radar of traditional newspapers.  As the use of the internet for cheap 

campaigning and the dissemination of information continues to evolve, I will be able to 

gauge how these potential candidates are able to harness this technology to compete for 

campaign resources against more seasoned politicians. 

While political parties tend to wait on the sideline for candidates to emerge as a 

nominee before providing assistance, I have identified a number of instances where they 

have taken a more active role.  This provides another opportunity to improve data 

collected in the future.  While I collected data on which races involved some interaction 

with party officials, a systematic approach must be taken to differentiate assistance from 

local versus national officials.  As the media coverage surrounding these races increases, 

there are even more opportunities to identify which races party officials take an interest 

in.  One potential avenue to explore is the presence of campaign donations from party 

committees or even the leadership committees of other elected politicians, and whether 

these occurred before or after a candidacy decision was made.     

For potential candidates, there is great uncertainty whether the potential benefits 

from running a campaign outweigh the opportunity costs of doing so.  I plan to collect 

data from past (and future) races regarding the opportunities that candidates must give up 

to run for these Senate races.  While members of the US House must give up their seat to 

run for the Senate, this may not always be the case for other potential candidates with 

electoral experience.  For example, some governors or state legislators may be term 

limited.  Based off the electoral calendar (such as term lengths or odd year races), 
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running for one office may not require them to give up their current seat.  If they are 

unsuccessful in running for the Senate, some candidates can fall back on their original 

position, which may result in a different decision calculus of whether to run in the first 

place.   

I have made the implicit assumption that most potential candidates are weighing 

the decision to run for higher office preferring not to lose the election.  However, scholars 

know that some politicians may not value winning above all other considerations.  This 

may affect the candidacy decisions of potential candidates.  Some amateurs are merely 

seeking an experience (Canon 1990), others are running to publicize certain issues 

(Orman 1985), or to provide at least some token competition for entrenched incumbents 

as sacrificial lambs (Canon 1993).  Still others are running to gain experience and 

publicity for future campaigns (Squire and Smith 1984, Mack 1998).   

Scholars may also be overlooking the vast number of alternatives that losing 

candidates have outside of elected office.  Besides returning to legal or medical practices 

in the private sector, many opportunities available will be political.  This is especially 

true for the highest quality of politicians, such as Senators, members of the House, or 

governors, whose experience, institutional knowledge, and contacts may be very 

attractive to lobbying firms, interest groups and think tanks.  Last December, Jim DeMint 

(R-SC) shocked many by resigning from the Senate to lead the Heritage Foundation “at a 

time when the conservative movement needs strong leadership in the battle of ideas.  No 

organization is better equipped to lead this fight and I believe my experience in public 

office as well as in the private sector as a business owner will help Heritage become even 
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more effective in the years to come” (“Jim DeMint to Heritage Foundation” 2012).  

DeMint will likely earn well over $1million annually in his new position (Hickey 2012).   

According to a recent article in The Nation, on average Congressman that take a 

job as a lobbyist receives a 1,452% pay raise (Fang 2012).  For example, after retiring 

from Congress in 2005, Billy Tauzin (R-LA) made nearly $20million as a lobbyist for 

pharmaceutical companies over his first five years out of office.  When Cal Dooley (D-

CA) was hired by the Grocery Manufacturers Association, which works with for 

companies like Kellogg, his salary increased by 1,357% within a short time.  As a 

lobbyist, former Senator Chris Dodd (D-CT) earns approximately $1.5million annually 

from the Motion Picture Association of America.  Within a year after leaving office, 16 

of the 62 congressmen that left office in 2008 had secured jobs with groups that seek to 

influence policymakers (Schouten 2009).
12

  No matter how many politicians are ardent 

“single-minded seekers of re-election” that feast on electoral victory (Mayhew 1974), 

trading in a salary of $174,000 for one north of seven figures is not bad compensation for 

leaving public office.  To be sure, a politician’s career does not have to end with electoral 

defeat or voluntary departure from office.  If a potential candidate considers this, he may 

be more willing to give running for higher office a chance.   

 

                                                      

12
 “Members of the House are forbidden from lobbying former colleagues for a year after leaving office 

(two years for the Senate), though nothing prevents advising clients on how to navigate the congressional 

process, having contacts with administration officials, or working as a state lobbyist.”  
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9.3.2 – The Impact of Electoral and Party Institutions 

During the data collection process, I recorded a number of institutional factors 

that varied widely across states and election years.  While I did not incorporate all of 

them into the present study, these areas are rich for future analysis.  For example, there is 

great variance in the type of primary used to nominate candidates.  Some states use 

closed systems, where only registered partisans can vote in primaries, while others use 

open systems.  Somewhere in between are semi-closed primaries, the most common of 

which allow independent voters to participate in either party primary, while restricting 

partisans from crossing over to the opposite party.   It is possible that this institutional 

choice has an impact on the types of individuals that emerge as candidates.   

In theory, rules that are more open should increase turnout by more moderate 

voters and potentially attract different types of candidates than a closed system might.  As 

shown in Table 9.2, there are differences between the roll call behavior of legislators 

from the 112
th

 Senate depending on the type of primary incumbents faced.
13

  While this is 

an extremely crass indicator, taking the absolute value of the average DW-Nominate
14

 

score for each primary type shows that those elected in open primaries are not quite as 

extreme as those in closed primaries.  The least extreme are the 14 incumbents that were 

nominated in a semi-closed primary system.
15

   

                                                      

13
 There are 101 individuals shown in Table 9.2, as John Ensign (R-NV) resigned his seat.  Since May of 

2011, it has been held by Dean Heller.   
14

 For more information, visit http://www.voteview.com/. (Poole and Rosenthal 1985, 1997, 2007) 
15

 Although as expected, these are not statistically significant at the 95% confidence level.   

http://www.voteview.com/
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Table 9.2 - Ideological Extremity by Primary Type, 112th Senate 

Primary Type n |DW-Nominate| sd

Open 39 0.406 0.152

Closed 44 0.457 0.195

Semi 14 0.357 0.171

Other 4 0.398 0.060  
 

For some states, the two parties differ in the type of primary rules.  For example, 

in 2012 five states (AK, ID, KS, SD, and UT) had different rules for who could 

participate in each party’s primary.  Using the fact that both primaries are drawing voters 

and candidates from the same state and at the same time, a natural experiment exists with 

the primary rule serving as a treatment variable.  It is possible that different primary rules 

result in different types of candidates emerging on the ballot; in turn, this will affect the 

Senators a state sends to Washington.  For this exercise, as well as others dealing with 

political leadings of potential and announced candidates, King et al. (2011) have 

suggested a unique technique to measure ideology.  Using data from the social 

networking website, Twitter, friends and follower data are used to estimate perceived 

ideology for individuals without roll call records.   

While states and parties have different rules that govern the openness of the 

primary election, some states use alternative mechanisms to elect nominees for the 

general election.  Often called the “jungle” or “Cajun” primary (due to its use in 

Louisiana
16

), the blanket primary format has all candidates, regardless of party, run in a 

single primary.  Unless a candidate wins an absolute majority, a runoff election takes 

                                                      

16
 In recent years, Louisiana went back to closed primaries (2006 and 2008) before returning to this system 

in 2010.   
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place (normally on Election Day) between the top two candidates in the first round.  

Under this system, it is possible that two candidates from the same party could advance to 

the runoff.  Recently, California and Washington have used a similar system for 

congressional races, while some states have used this format in special elections.  While 

this institution has some supporters and critics, courts have still not settled on the 

constitutionality of such procedures (Bullock and Clinton 2011, "California's New 

'Jungle' Primary Could Be Tough for GOP Candidates"  2012, Torres 2012, Trygstad 

2012).  Future work can determine the consequences of these rules on the composition of 

the pool of potential candidates and those that emerge onto the primary ballot.    

Another institutional choice is in the timing of the filing deadline and the primary 

election date.  For this project, I normalized the decision timelines to make comparisons 

across states and election years meaningful, but this variation could have consequences.  

Do earlier filing deadlines encourage earlier candidacy decisions?  Do they preclude 

some potential candidates from emerging due to lack of time to prepare a competitive 

campaign?  Are there consequences depending on the timespan between the filing 

deadline and the election?  Another unique decision exists in some states where the 

presidential primary is on a different day from the congressional primary.  While this 

may only coincide with a third of the Senate seats and happen every four years, the 

composition of the electorate that chooses to vote could vary widely.  As a result, 

different types of candidates may emerge from the primary election. 
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9.3.3 – Methodological Refinements 

 

The data and the questions analyzed for this project are new, and therefore the 

appropriate methodological approaches were not always apparent.  At times, qualitative 

methods were more informative to show evidence to support the Theory of Strategic 

Candidacy Decisions.  At other times, I utilized quantitative methods.  While some 

empirical strategies may seem less complex than the phenomena they are employed to 

analyze, I believe these decisions are justified given the uniqueness of this project.  In 

future empirical work, I can reference the results of this project as a baseline.  For 

example, this project has just begun to scratch the surface of the potential of event history 

analysis to explain the dynamics of the decision timeline leading up to primary elections.  

For example, I chose to have candidacy decisions as the event of interest in the survival 

analyses conducted in Chapters 6 and 7.  An alternative approach, often called a 

competing risks model (Broström 2012), could be employed in the future to see if the 

forces at work in candidacy decisions differ between those who ultimately enter a race as 

opposed to those that pass up the opportunity.   

Additional care must be taken as the complexity of empirical models increases to 

incorporate the various dynamics involved in these data.  I have assumed that the level of 

ambition between candidates is constant and comparable across potential candidates.  Of 

course, this may not always be the case.  In actuality, the thought to run may simply cross 

the mind of one politician, while another may take active steps to explore a potential run, 
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so the level of consideration to running for office should not be seen as comparable.  In 

addition, it is possible for the level of ambition to change over the course of the decision 

timeline as the context of the race changes.  Another time-dependent covariate could be 

the support from political parties for particular candidates, whether at the local, state or 

national level.   

A key challenge in the empirical work in this project is the fact that the 

observations are not independent of one another.  While some variables control for year, 

state, and race specific variables, the dependence of observations must continue to be 

addressed in the future.  One possible avenue to explore would be the use of hierarchical 

models (Gelman and Hill 2006) – on one level, certain races may be more likely to see 

challengers emerge, and on another level, individual potential candidates will vary in the 

likelihood to emerge.  Of course, controlling for the unique context of each individual 

race in each particular years results in a great loss of degrees of freedom.   

I have argued that the strategic interactions between potential candidates should 

not be seen as an empirical nuisance, but rather a critical aspect to how primary elections 

unfold.  While I used a count of the number of high quality challengers in a particular 

race to serve as a proxy for the dynamic nature of the years and months leading up to the 

primary election in Chapter 7, future work must find a more appropriate technique to 

account for the strategic interactions between candidates.  One technique may be the 

estimation of spatial econometric models (Gilligan and Krehbiel 1987), though these 

methods are still young in the field of political science.   
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Scholars of international relations have utilized these techniques to analyze 

bargaining games and connections among countries and other groups (Riker 1958, 

Enelow 1981, Dion and Huber 1996, Baron 2000, Krishna 2001, Carson, et al. 2012).  

Though often used in a geographical context such as proximity and bordering, there is no 

reason to believe these tools cannot be used with other types of interdependence (Gilligan 

and Krehbiel 1987, Dion and Huber 1996).  While a core assumption of standard duration 

models is that units are independent from each other, strategic interaction can be 

accounted for with the inclusion of a connectivity matrix within in a standard survival 

model (Hall and Grofman 1990, Gelman, et al. 2008).  According to the Theory of 

Strategic Candidacy Decisions, I can construct this connectivity matrix in such a way that 

accounts for the potential candidates that I expect are likely to influence one another.     

 

9.3.4 – The Future of Representation 

Representation is both a dyadic and a collective relationship (Weissberg 1978) – 

legislators represent both their constituents at home, but also the interests of the entire 

nation.
17

  Sometimes these roles conflict, just as there is often a struggle between 

politicians’ personal views and those of their constituents or their party.  In terms of 

ambition, candidate emergence, and representation, there is also a tension between 

politicians and parties.  As candidates, politicians find electoral opposition inconvenient, 

especially in primary races; however, parties may find it in their best interest to foster a 

                                                      

17
 Collective representation may also be seen in the context of descriptive representation.   
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more competitive atmosphere in the hopes of producing better candidates.  Of course, 

some of these high quality potential candidates likely occupy other offices that are also 

important to the party.  As much as a party cares about a particular Senate seat, it would 

be suboptimal to have every member of the US House delegation opt for the race.  Given 

the fact that losing an election may not spell doom for a political career, a party may have 

an incentive to recruit additional candidates to increase competition, such as more 

moderate individuals.  While a competitive primary may become divisive, it may also 

produce better candidates for the general election. 

If semi-closed primaries are the right middle ground between restricting access to 

voters while also preventing the voters of the opposite party from interfering, a political 

party may opt for such an institutional rule to nominate its candidates.  This may also 

serve as a tool to recruit more voters, which in turn could attract additional types of 

candidates, including women or minorities.  As the size of the partisan tent increases, 

there are more opportunities to recruit candidates to represent larger blocs of voters.  

According to the United States Elections Project at George Mason University
18

, there is 

certainly a supply of voters to mobilize.  Even in the political fervor of the 2010 midterm 

elections, only 41.7% of the eligible population cast ballots.  As Wolfinger and 

Rosenstone (1980) argue, a lack of mobilization efforts by candidates and parties is a key 

component in low levels of voter participation.    

                                                      

18
 http://elections.gmu.edu/voter_turnout.htm 

http://elections.gmu.edu/voter_turnout.htm
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Invoking Fenno’s (1978) conception of constituencies, as the primary and general 

election constituencies become more dissimilar, the types of candidates preferred by both 

groups will be different.  Not only could this hurt the electoral fortunes of the individual 

candidate and his party, but it may also hurt the quality of representation for all members 

of the geographic constituency.    

To slight the role of ambition in politics, then, or to treat it as a human 

failing to be suppressed is to is the central function of ambition in political 

systems.  A political system unable to kindle ambitions for office is as 

much in danger of breaking down as one unable to restrain ambitions.  

Representative government, above all, depends on a supply of men so 

driven; the desire for election and more important, for re-election becomes 

the electorate’s restraint upon its public officials (Schlesinger 1966). 

 

By unfolding ambition and taking into account the dynamics of the decision timeline and 

the strategic interactions of potential candidates, this project has shown that there is no 

shortage of ambitious politicians interested in running for the office.  However, those that 

make themselves available to the electorate are a mere fraction of this group.  Whether 

turned off by the long election season, by the thought of competing with politicians that 

already have a head start, or the risk of losing a current office, many ambitious politicians 

do not emerge from the pool of potential candidates.  As a result, the ability of the 

electorate to check the behavior of legislators is affected.  Scholars, political parties, 

individual politicians, and citizens have a collective interest to kindle the ambitions of 

potential candidates to improve the linkages between constituents and their elected 

representatives, and in turn, improve the overall quality of democracy in the United 

States. 
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Appendix A 

 The models predicting the probability of success show that both earlier decisions 

to enter the race and higher levels of fundraising increase the probability of success.  

However, when both variables are included in the same model, the fundraising variable 

seems to dominate the impact of decision timing.  However, in the alternative versions of 

Models 5.3, 5.13, and 5.23 that include both incumbents and challengers, an interesting 

finding emerges.  As Model 5.3
alt

 presented below shows, the coefficient on the decision 

timing variable switches from negative to positive.  In other words, announcing later in 

the timeline can actually increase the odds of success.  I argue that fundraising is one of 

the key advantages of entering a race early in the decision timeline, but for those 

candidates with an ample amount of money this advantage may be negated.  When 

looking at only challengers (5.6
alt

, 5.16
alt

, and 5.26
alt

, the coefficient on decision timing is 

washed out by the fundraising variable.  The following table shows the alternative 

specifications for Models 5.3 and 5.6.  
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5.3
alt

5.6
alt

.747*** .751***

(.205) (.205)

2.412***

(.496)

-.531*** -.496***

(.083) (.088)

.020*** .019***

(.005) (.005)

.590* 0.487

(.317) (.333)

.248*** .250***

(.027) (.027)

-.198

(.216)

-2.444*** -2.446***

(.474) (.488)

df 1198 1029

AIC 761.27 719.02

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: Model 5.6alt includes only challengers

--

Open Seat --

Model:
Primary Winner

Elected

Incumbent

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing

Log(Receipts)

Constant
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The following models use alternative specifications of experience to test the 

hypotheses in Chapter 5.  While I discuss the substantive results in sections 5.3.1 and 

5.3.2, the models are presented here. 

5.11 5.12 5.13

1.179*** 1.097*** .593**

(.189) (.192) (.252)

.740*** .685*** .224

(.194) (.195) (.257)

3.104*** 3.014*** 2.191***

(.435) (.436) (.495)

-.539*** -.544*** -.534***

(.063) (.064) (.083)

.022*** .022*** .021***

(.004) (.004) (..005)

-.659***

(.224)

.229***

(.025)

-.174 .349 -1.836***

(.203) (.270) (.350)

df 1808 1808 1198

AIC 1372.7 1366.1 764.03

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

--

Primary Winner
Model:

Elected

Incumbent

# Primary 

Candidates

Current

Constant

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Log(Receipts) --
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5.14 5.15 5.16

1.176*** 1.089*** .606**

(.190) (.192) (.251)

.735*** .681*** .220

(.195) (.196) (.257)

-.536*** -.537*** -.495***

(.066) (.066) (.088)

.022*** .022*** .019***

(.004) (.004) (.005)

-.743***

(.231)

.235***

(.025)

.057 .001 -.236

(.157) (.158) (.215)

-.193 .393 -1.953***

(.206) (.276) (.362)

df 1574 1574 1029

AIC 1320.3 1312.1 720.45

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: Models 5.14-5.16 only include challengers

Open Seat

Constant

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Log(Receipts) -- --

Current

Primary Winner
Model:

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates

 



 

266 

5.17 5.18 5.19 5.20

6.938*** 6.302*** 6.758*** 5.993***

(.481) (.469) (.514) (.499)

2.509*** 2.104*** 2.2542*** 2.019***

(.542) (.525) (.577) (.555)

1.096** .262

(.537) (.525)

-.109 -.118 -.264* -.214*

(.118) (.114) (.135) (.130)

.004 0.004 0.01 0.008

(.006) (.006) (.007) (.007)

-4.048*** -5.181***

(.429) (.540)

1.546*** 1.194***

(.354) (.341)

4.949*** 8.176*** 5.092*** 9.101***

(.447) (.551) (.496) (.634)

df 1193 1192 1024 1023

R
2

0.4853 0.521 0.3774 0.4288

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: OLS Models.   5.19 and 5.20 include challengers only.

--

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Log(Receipts)
Model:

Elected

Constant

Current

Decision Timing -- --

Open Seat -- --

Incumbent --
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5.21 5.22 5.23

4.733*** 4.522*** 2.940**

(.402) (.407) (.500)

2.308*** 2.170*** 1.030***

(.172) (.178) (.252)

1.028*** .953*** .507**

(.178) (.180) (.245)

-.533*** -.538*** -.539***

(.064) (.064) (.083)

.022*** .022*** .021***

(.004) (.004) (..005)

-.646***

(.226)

.224***

(.024)

-.124 .383 -1.755***

(.204) (.271) (.345)

df 1808 1808 1198

AIC 1359.5 1353.5 764.31

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Primary Winner

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Log(Receipts) -- --

Model:

Experience 1

Experience 2

Experience 3

# Primary 

Candidates

Constant
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5.24 5.25 5.26

2.340*** 2.200*** 1.118**

(.180) (.185) (.260)

1.033*** .949*** .442*

(.179) (.181) (.248)

-.498*** -.500*** -.473***

(.067) (.067) (.088)

.020*** .020*** .018***

(.004) (.004) (.005)

-.727***

(.235)

.229***

(.025)

.100 .148 -.384*

(.164) (.165) (.229)

-.225 .347 -1.922***

(.210) (.280) (.358)

df 1574 1574 1029

AIC 1291.6 1284.2 714.86

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: Models 5.24-5.26 only include challengers

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Primary Winner
Model:

Experience 2

Experience 3

Log(Receipts) -- --

Open Seat

Constant
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5.27 5.28 5.29 5.30

10.386*** 8.441***

(.473) (.498)

9.441*** 8.258*** 8.978*** 7.555***

(.448) (.449) (.494) (.493)

7.397** 6.756*** 7.508*** 6.658***

(.468) (.456) (.500) (.486)

-.081 -.095 -.216 -.178

(.120) (.116) (.008) (.132)

.002 0.003 0.008 0.006

(.006) (.006) (.008) (.007)

-4.210*** -5.435***

(.435) (.546)

1.455*** 1.141***

(.368) (.353)

4.997*** 8.354*** 5.091*** 9.314***

(.453) (.558) (.506) (.643)

df 1193 1192 1024 1023

R
2

0.4688 0.5075 0.3553 0.4122

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: OLS Models.   5.29 and 5.30 include challengers only.

Log(Receipts)
Model:

Experience 1

Experience 2

Experience 3

--

Open Seat -- --

Constant

--

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --
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Appendix B 

It was suggested that in line with some previous work (e.g. Rohde 1979), the size 

of the state may have an impact on primary success.  In other words, the larger the state, 

the less of the state previous officeholders may have served, which could impact their 

career decisions.  For example, in a state with a single congressional district, that member 

of Congress could run for the Senate and would be familiar to the entire state, where a 

member of Congress from California would not be as well known.  To measure the 

impact of this, I created a variable to count the number of congressional district in each 

state delegation. 

When adding this variable to the models presented in Chapter 5 and Appendix A, 

there were mixed results.  When predicting electoral success, the variable was only 

significant on three occasions: Models 5.3, 5.6, and 5.16.  In each case, the coefficient 

was negative and significant at the 90% threshold.  This means that as the size of the 

House delegation became larger, all else equal, candidates from that state had a lower 

chance of winning the primary race.  The substantive impact of this variable is much 

smaller, and can be seen in calculating the marginal effect of an additional member of the 

House delegation.  Using a bootstrapped method, each additional member results in a -

.2% chance of winning.  So, compared to someone from Wyoming, someone from the 

state of Washington (10 members of Congress), would have a 2 percent lower chance of 

winning.   

Turning to the models in Chapter 5 that predict fundraising success, there are 

numerous models that show that the larger the House delegation, the higher likelihood of 
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fundraising success.  This is not necessarily surprising considering a larger state will 

likely have a larger donor base for candidates to draw from.  The models that show a 

positive coefficient at the 95% threshold of significance are Models 5.17, 5.27, and 5.29, 

while models 5.7, 5.9, 5.19, 5.28, and 5.30 are significant at the 90% level.  Taking 

Model 5.27 as an example, while a US House member running for the Senate from a state 

like Wyoming might expect to raise $1.15million, a US House member from a state with 

two House members would expect to raise an additional $40,000.  For a member of the 

House from Washington, they would raise over $400,000 more than someone from 

Wyoming.   
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Appendix C 

The hypotheses tested in Chapter 5 focus on whether the incumbent is running for 

re-election or retiring (Open Seat).  When the incumbent is running for re-election, one 

primary will include the incumbent, and the other will include candidates that expect to 

face the incumbent if they win the party nomination.  Using the similar specifications 

from Chapter 5, it is possible to compare these types of races by restricting models to 

only predict outcomes in non-open seat races.
1
  The following two sets of tables include a 

new indicator variable, “Incumbent in Primary”.  Since I model only non-open seat races, 

the two possible political contexts are a primary with an incumbent (variable takes value 

of 1) versus a primary without in incumbent.   

I would expect that when the incumbent is running, the odds of winning the 

primary will decrease for challengers, which would be signified by a negative coefficient.  

As shown in the table below, this is true for alternative specifications of Models 5.4 – 5.6 

(n-o = non-open seat races).  Using Model 5.4
n-o

 as an example, the presence of an 

incumbent in the primary race results in a challenger having a 35% lower chance of 

winning than a challenger in a primary without an incumbent.  By disaggregating this 

variable, it becomes the largest predictor of primary success, although the other variables 

                                                      

1
 An alternative would be to model all races and have a variable for whether it is an open seat race, but also 

whether or not the incumbent is in the particular primary.  Then, and F-Test could compare the fit for 

nested models.  Using this approach and controlling for both the presence of an open seat, but also the type 

of non-open race, the presence of an open seat does not help predict electoral success, though it does help 

predict fundraising success (just as I found in Chapter 5). 
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remain significant and in the expected direction.   The results are similar when using the 

other specifications of experience as well.  

5.4
n-o

5.5
n-o

5.6
n-o

1.533*** 1.457*** .857***

(.182) (.188) (.270)

-.707*** -.709*** -.684***

(.097) (.097) (.129)

.033*** .033*** .031***

(.006) (.006) (.008)

-.511*

(.307)

.197***

(.027)

-2.855*** -2.798*** -2.893***

(.411) (.412) (.512)

.688** 1.081*** -.716*

(.282) (.369) (.428)

df 1024 1024 699

AIC 797.12 796.38 454.66

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: Models include only challengers from non-open seat races

Incumbent  in 

Primary

Constant

Primary Winner
Models for non-open seats:

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing -- --

Log(Receipts) -- --

 

 Turning to the models predicting fundraising success, it seems logical that an 

incumbent present in a primary race would limit the ability of other challengers to raise 

money, especially when an incumbent Senator vulnerable to a primary challenge may 

have opted to retire in the first place.  On the other hand, a challenger in the opposite 

party should not see such a decrease in fundraising ability.  The following table augments 

Models 5.9 and 5.10.  Once again, disaggregating the type of non-open race is 

informative.  In both alternative models, challengers in a race with an incumbent raise 

less money when the incumbent is present in a primary, as opposed to running in the 
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primary of the opposite party.  Using Model 5.9
n-o

 to predict the fundraising for two 

comparable elected officeholders, the candidate facing the incumbent would be predicted 

to raise nearly $500,000 less than the candidate that does not face the incumbent in the 

primary election.  This pattern holds for alternative versions of Model 5.19,5.20, 5.29, 

and 5.30.  In addition, the coefficients on the other variables of interest (experience and 

decision timing) are consistent.  However, one difference between these alternative 

specifications and those in the chapter are that here, the coefficients on the number of 

candidates are significant.  The more candidates in the primary race, challengers are able 

to raise less money, though this effect decreases with each additional candidate to enter.   

Models for non-open seats:

5.9
n-o

5.10
n-o

8.473*** 7.560***

(.451) (.446)

-.528*** -.492***

(.169) (.162)

0.026*** 0.024***

(.009) (.009)

-5.337***

(.665)

-1.594*** 1.123***

(.442) (.427)

6.218*** 10.248***

(.609) (.769)

df 695 694

R
2

0.3659 0.4198

***p<.01    **p<.05    *p<.1

Note: OLS Models include only challengers from non-open seat races

# Primary 

Candidates
2

Decision Timing --

Incumbent  in 

Primary

Constant

Log(Receipts)

Elected

# Primary 

Candidates
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Appendix D 

Chapter 5:

Hypothesis Evidence for Hypothesis?

H1a: Holding all else constant, more experienced candidates

will have a higher probability of winning a primary election

than less experienced candidates. 

Yes 

H1b: More experienced candidates will raise more funds

during the early primary campaign than less experienced

candidates, ceteris paribus.

Yes

H2a: The presence of an open seat race (no incumbent

running) will have a negative impact on the probability of

individual challengers to win a primary race, c.p.  

No, not significant

H2b: The presence of an open seat race will have a negative

impact on the ability of challengers to raise funds prior to the

primary election, c.p.  

No, opposite is true 

H3a: Earlier entry in to races increases the probability of

winning the primary as compared to later entry, c.p.
Yes 

H3b: Earlier entry in to races increases the amount of funds

raised by candidates as compared to the funds raised by

candidates that entered the race later, c.p.

Yes 

Chapter 6:

Hypothesis Evidence for Hypothesis?

H4a: In general, higher quality (more experienced

candidates) will make candidacy decisions sooner than

lower quality potential candidates.  

Yes, for both non- and semi-parametric test

H4b: Potential candidates with electoral experience

will make decisions prior to those potential candidates

without any electoral experiences. 

Yes, for both non- and semi-parametric test

H4c: Current officeholders considering a race will

make candidacy decisions earlier than former

officeholders.  

Yes, for both non- and semi-parametric test

H4d: Incumbents will make candidacy decisions

earlier than non-incumbent potential candidates. 
Yes, for both non- and semi-parametric test

H5a: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy

decisions than races involving an incumbent.

No, opposite for non- and semi-parametric 

tests

H5b: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy

decisions, but the affect will be larger for more

experienced potential candidates.  

Mixed, inconclusive for non-parametric test, 

but support in semi-parametric test
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Chapter 7:

Hypothesis Evidence for Hypothesis?

H4a: In general, higher quality (more experienced

candidates) will make candidacy decisions sooner than

lower quality potential candidates.  

Yes

H4b: Potential candidates with electoral experience

will make decisions prior to those potential candidates

without any electoral experiences. 

Yes

H4c: Current officeholders considering a race will

make candidacy decisions earlier than former

officeholders.  

Yes

H4d: Incumbents will make candidacy decisions

earlier than non-incumbent potential candidates. 
Yes

H5a: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy

decisions than races involving an incumbent.
No, opposite is true

H5b: Open seat races will result in earlier candidacy

decisions, but the affect will be larger for more

experienced potential candidates.  

No, opposite is true

H6: As the number of experienced candidates in a race

increases, the pace of candidacy decisions will quicken, 

c.p.

Yes

H7a: As the number of experienced candidates in a

race increases, potential candidates with electoral

experience still considering the race will make

decisions slower than non-experienced potential

candidates, c.p.

Yes

H7b: As the number of experienced candidates in a

race increases, current officeholders will survive in the

pool of potential candidates longer than former

officeholders, c.p.

Yes

H7c: As the number of experienced candidates in a

race increases, incumbents still deciding whether to run 

for re-election will be slower to make candidacy

decisions, c.p. 

No, not significant

H7d: As the number of experienced candidates in a

race increases, potential candidates with higher levels

of experience will be slower to make decisions than

those with less experience, c.p.

Yes

H8a: As the number of experienced candidates in a

race increases, open seat races will see slower

decisions than races against an incumbent, c.p.

No, not significant

H8b:  As the number of experienced candidates in an 

open seat race increases, potential candidates with 

electoral experience will be slower to make decisions 

than potential candidates without electoral experience, 

c.p.

Yes

H9: The effect of each additional candidate in a race

on survival times of potential candidates will lessen as

the number of experienced candidates in a race

increases, c.p.   

Yes



 

277 

Chapter 8:

Hypothesis Evidence for Hypothesis?

H10a: (Individual Interest)  Partisans will retire at a 

lower rate when the political climate favors their party, 

and higher rates when the climate is against their 

party. 

Yes

H10b: (Party Interest) Partisans will retire at a higher 

rate when the climate favors their party and a lower 

rate when the climate is against their party (Opposite of 

H10a).

No collective evidence

H11a: When looking at races where the incumbent 

retired, candidates will be  less likely to pre-empt the 

incumbent by entering the race before the incumbent 

decides whether to run or retire, than they are to enter 

the race after the incumbent retired.  

Yes

H11b:  When looking at open seat races, higher quality 

potential candidates will be more likely to enter races 

after the incumbent announces retirement than lower 

quality candidates.

Yes

H12:  When it is clear that an incumbent is considering 

retirement, political actors will show displeasure at the 

uncertainty over how the primary election might unfold.  

Yes

H13:  Earlier retirement decisions will increase the 

probability of a party holding an open Senate seat.
Mixed, depends on specification

H14:  When looking at open seat races, the earlier the 

retirement announcement, the greater fundraising 

success candidates will have, ceteris paribus.  

No

H15a: (Individual Interest)  Retirements will be more 

likely to occur early, as opposed to later, in the 

decision timeline, regardless of the political climate. 

Yes

H15b: (Party Interest)  In a political context that does 

not favor a party, retiring Senators will announce 

decisions later than retiring members that announce 

their plans in a context that favors a party.  

Some evidence, particularly for Democrats
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