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While incumbency is a powerful tool, shielding many Congressional members from defeat, it is not always sufficient to protect members. This paper explores the circumstances surrounding incumbency losses. Specifically, why are the advantages of incumbency nullified? Analyzing Congressional election results from 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010 will provide the framework for the research; the Senate, House of Representatives, Primary and General Election outcomes will each be included in the study. The research suggests that incumbents do in fact possess advantages, that when used properly are effective means of securing reelection. However, when incumbents face hostile environments, of their own creation or beyond their control, the advantages are not adequate to avoid defeat. The environments include: representing a partisan district, historically not aligned with your party, demographic/party allegiance shifts, redistricting, representing a swing district/state when national tides favor the opposing party and running amid scandal/personal embarrassments. 


Observers are puzzled when met with two competing statistics. Congressional approval ratings, which have never been particularly high, now linger around single digits, the lowest since polling on the question began.
 Yet, Congressional reelection rates consistently exceed 90%, with Senate reelection rates slightly lower than the House.
 How can it be that Americans, who are increasingly dissatisfied with their representatives, vote largely to maintain status quo? Members of Congress are provided benefits, derived from their status as incumbents, which aids and strengthens reelection efforts. Increased ability to: raise money, perform constituency service, build a legislative record and bolster name recognition, are advantages available to all incumbents. However, the advantages are at the disposal of each member, meaning they must utilize them effectively to produce desired results. The benefits are not guaranteed. 
The question becomes why, on average, are only 90% of incumbents reelected and not 100%? This paper attempts to reconcile the question raised. For decades, Congressional incumbency has been the subject of much scholarship; less researched are the forces that negate this incumbency advantage. Research suggests that while the incumbency advantage is genuine and growing, it is not a sufficient shield against unfavorable electoral environments, created generally by forces outside an incumbent’s purview. The environments include: representing a partisan district, historically not aligned with your party, demographic/party allegiance shifts, redistricting and representing a swing district/state when national tides favor the opposing party. Though some incumbents simply damage their own reelection prospects by way of scandal/personal embarrassments. The incumbent advantage is negated when members face hostile electoral environments: either a result of self-inflicted misconduct or larger political forces for which they have little to no control. 
It is important to begin by developing a sense of the advantages Congressional incumbents possess in the 21st century. The paper advances by outlining the parameters of Congressional campaigns and elections generally, and then focuses on the incumbency advantage. First, it details the electoral consequences of the advantage i.e.: increased percentage points and money raised. Then, it outlines the main sources of the incumbency advantage and examines the importance of each, including the role of media and voter behavior. The research will be helpful in gauging whether these advantages are built into the nature of Congressional elections or subject to the personalities/campaigns of individual candidates
Campaigns and Elections

Congressional races are driven by forces both, inside the scope of candidates control and outside. Midterm elections, for example, typically bring huge losses to the President’s party because voters “judgment concerning the relative abilities of the two parties to solve national problems consistently favor the party not in power” (Abramowitz, Cover and Norpoth, 574). This is particularly apparent in a President’s second midterm election. Conversely, congressional candidates/ potential office holders can be guided into office on the coattails of a popular President-elect. In close contests especially, “help from the top of the ticket can carry candidates into office who wouldn’t have won otherwise” (Campbell, 165). 
The forces that drive citizens to seek elected office are revealing. An analysis of Senate Races from 1952-1990 found, “challengers take both the national and state factors into account in making their decision” (Squire, 898). Being that national and state environments can differ greatly, while occupying the same general space, potential candidates can encounter inconsistent evidence. Further, while national issues do weigh on candidates, “local and personal considerations matter far more” (Squire, 899). The more practical aspects of campaign considerations varies, as Peverill Squire explains “further complicating matters, issues of importance to some potential candidates-such as their ability to raise campaign funds-are less important to others in making their decision” (899). Congressional races are increasingly nationalized given party structure and media strategies (see Section on Media), which suggest that potential candidates should weigh national issues more heavily than local while the opposite is true. 
Once in office, reelection rates for Representatives and Senators are both high. However, incumbent Senators “are seen as more vulnerable as they face stronger, better financed candidates and appear to lose more often” (Collier and Monger, 145). Elections are becoming more expensive with “Super PACS” and outside spending groups as major contributors; this money is heavily concentrated on declining number of competitive seats. The emergence of these independent money sources, which contributes to the nationalization of campaigns, weakens the messaging control for candidates. Complicating reelection efforts for marginal Congressional members, which will be shown. 

Incumbency Advantage

Congressional incumbency has been the subject of much research. However, defining the incumbency advantage fully, in concrete terms, has proved elusive. This review proceeds by outlining the areas of agreement regarding incumbent advantage and then summarizes differences concerning the source of this advantage. 
Consensus 
The seminal work of Gelman and King (1990) proved that, prior to their discovery, “every measure of incumbency advantage in the congressional literature is either biased or inconsistent” (1162). This finding discredited much of the previous research and their suggested methodology provided a framework for analyzing the advantage going forward. It has been adopted and improved in the years since. The effort also established that the advantage could be traced to the first half of the 20th century, which was not an accepted view previously. In the early 20th century, they find the advantage to be about two-percentage points and confirm that the current advantage is much larger (Gelman and King, 1142). 
 Alexander Fourinaies and Andrew Hall found that the advantage could be defined, partly, in financial terms. Keeping dollars constant, the authors show that, “the overall financial incumbency advantage in levels in the U.S House is $275,000,” with interest groups providing roughly 60% of the funds (Fourinaies and Hall, 8).  “This bump” Hall suggests however, “pretty much happens the first time you become the incumbent” (Willis, 2014).  Money has always been considered a major source of an incumbent’s advantage; we can now assign a dollar value to that advantage.

Gelman and King proved that Congressional members in the first half of the 20th century received a two-percentage point advantage. Ansolabehere, Snowberg and Snyder (2000) estimate, based on previous scholarship, that the advantage today is 8-10 percentage points (18). All incumbency scholarship accepts that the advantage is increasing, however disagreement persists concerning the source of the growth. 
Source of Advantage 
In their quest to discover the source of the growth, Cox and Katz (1996), outline the two prevailing schools of thought: direct and indirect causes. The direct causes are increased legislative resources; tangible advantages like “more resources and opportunities to perform constituency service,” which serves to boost name recognition and connection to voters (Cox and Katz, 479). The indirect causes produce the “scare-off” advantage. That is, potential opponents have knowledge of these direct benefits and thus the increase in the incumbency advantage may be produced because these benefits “scare off high-quality challengers” (Cox and Katz, 481).  
The authors find, “the bulk of the increase in the overall incumbency advantage, at least down to 1980, can be traced to the increases in the quality effect” (493). Like Cox and Katz (1996), Wolfram and Levitt (1997) explain that the source of the growing incumbent advantage is derived from an incumbent’s ability “to deter high-quality challenger” (45). They suggest that the direct benefits outlined in Cox and Katz framework accounts for “less than half of the overall advantage” (Wolfram and Levitt, 46). 

David Romero (2006) posits that while it is reasonable to assume resource allocation benefits incumbents, he was not sufficiently convinced by the evidence. In his attempt to discover stronger evidence, he found that “incumbent resource allocations are not only a statistically significant influence on the individual vote, but a substantially meaningful one as well” (Romero, 251). While Romero does not mention his findings in relation to the “scare-off” advantage of incumbency, it is reasonable to suggest that he would find resource allocation to be undervalued in the models of Cox, Katz, Wolfram, and Levitt. The distinction between direct and indirect causes provide a helpful framework for profiling the individual sources of the incumbency advantage. 
Direct-Money/Resource Allocation
Campaigns are driven by money and while the source of money is changing its importance remains constant. Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox (1993) find that early money raised by challengers is important, especially for those lacking elected experience. Their results confirm “the conventional wisdom that early money is like yeast, for seed money is associated with later fundraising success.” (548). 
As shown, incumbents possess a substantial money advantage in the first reelection effort, powered by interest groups willing to invest early in fresh candidates. The money advantage is not singularly relevant short-term but rather influences electoral prospects for incumbents long-term which helps to entrench members. “Current spending helps an incumbent in the current election, but has a persistence to it, which makes it a major factor contributing to the oft-noted advantage of incumbency in congressional elections” (Erickson and Palfrey, 371). 
The increased ability to raise money is not simply a benefit but ultimately a necessity. After some time in office, incumbents become known commodities; their images are largely shaped in the minds of voters. Therefore, it takes more money to move the margins or change a voter’s perception of an incumbent. Challengers, who are likely less known than their opponent, approach an election with the ability to shape their narrative, which explain why “incumbent spending is less effective than challenger spending” (Benoit, Marsh 874).
Beniot and Marsh demonstrate that this disadvantage can be overcome by efficiently utilizing benefits not available to challengers. “Incumbents are able to exploit their office benefits for campaign purposes in ways that are as effective as regular campaigning by challengers who lack the ability to seek votes through use of their public offices” (Benoit, Marsh 888). Office prerequisites, when employed properly, “bring the effectiveness of incumbent spending up to that of challenger spending” (Benoit, Marsh 888). For incumbents in marginal districts, exploiting money and resource allocation is particularly important. Given that, “increasingly precise party reputation provide voters with stronger priors that incumbents are just like the rest of their party, and incumbents in marginal districts must spend more to overcome these beliefs” (Kim and Leveck, 492). 
Indirect-Quality of Challenger 

There is some disagreement among political scientists concerning who qualifies as a high quality-challenger but it is generally accepted that experienced candidates, with prior or current government service are high-quality (Squire 1996). These candidates have access to a fundraising base, established name recognition and campaign experience. The distinction between an experienced and inexperienced candidate is not trivial. 
 “Experienced challengers tend to win elections because they disproportionately contest races in which their party has a good chance of winning” (Lazarus, 87). Therefore, when an incumbent attracts an experienced opponent, it signifies that they are perceived as vulnerable. Incumbents scare off challengers with a large war chest, district popularity and a competent campaign apparatus. When these are lacking, the incumbent becomes increasingly susceptible. Optics and projecting strength are essential. 
Forces outside a candidates control influence Congressional elections, while incumbents have full autonomy to utilize the advantages available. The advantages are not always adequate to neutralize the outside forces. By virtue of being an incumbent, members begin with an 8-10 % advantage (in the early 20th century it was 2%) and an extra $275,000 their first reelection. The main reason for this growth is disputed. Cox, Katz, Wolfram and Levitt believe the growing advantage can be attributed, in large part, to the ability of Congressmen to deter high-quality challengers. David Romero believes resource allocation (constituency service, name recognition, office prerequisites) is the main cause of the incumbency advantage. Incumbents are typically able to raise more money and this is crucial because it cost more money to change voter perception. Incumbents can make up for less effective spending by properly employing the perks of elected office. The incumbent advantage is real but must be employed properly.  

Voters and the Media: Framing Elections for Voters

How elections are framed is crucial and largely contingent on media strategies. As discussed, voters care about the quality of challengers, yet in certain environments, quality is easily overlooked. This section focuses on the effect that polarization and partisanship has on incumbency; also, how shifting media strategies and the nationalization of politics, (consider potential candidates value local concerns more than national) endangers incumbents in marginal districts. 
Voter Behavior

Ultimately, voters decide elections; it is important to then recognize what drives voter behavior.  Barbara Hinckley (1980) establishes that, “voters evaluations of congressional candidates, House and Senate, have a major influence on the voter, separate from incumbency and party” (641). Voters weigh a candidates experience, grasp of key issues and overall likeability in an attempt to develop an opinion. The ability to do so is determined largely by media exposure. Comparatively, Senate challengers are given a more expansive platform, while House challengers “stand apart in low visibility and contact” (Hinckley, 646). Each affects a voter’s evaluation.
Voters consider the quality of candidates, however, in certain environments, candidate quality is easily overlooked. “Voters decisions are less likely to be influenced by quality considerations when partisan tides are expected to be large then when they are expected to be small” (Ashworth and Bueno, 1009). Therefore, as the partisan tide increases, the incumbency advantage decreases. Similarly: 

“When voters are highly polarized, voters are more likely to have strong preferences for one party or     another. This diminishes the quality advantage of incumbents, on average, because voters are willing to accept candidates with subpar quality if they are of the favored party and are willing to replace high quality candidates if they are of the wrong party” (Ashworth, Bueno 1010).
This discussion exemplifies what Basinger, Scott and Lavine (2005) observed, “citizens with univalent partisan attitudes derive adequate confidence in their electoral choices based on partisan cues, while voters with ambivalent partisan attitudes will reduce their reliance on these cues” (181). The quality of both the incumbent and the challenger are critical, but can prove to be inconsequential within the context of a polarized, partisan electorate. 
Media

The rise of television has changed the way politician’s target voters during election cycles. Television also changed the way in which voters ignore such attempts (fast forwarding ads on TIVO). However, did the rise of television change the incumbency advantage? Ansolabehere, Snowberg and Snyder (2006) say no. What they found rather was “television has a small, directionally indeterminate, and statistically insignificant effect on the incumbency advantage” (473). This finding does not suggest however, that the media has no influence in the incumbency advantage.  


Overall, there has been a shift in media strategy by both major parties, who have consolidated the messaging power and altered the tone of campaigns. Members are better able to disseminate individual messages given the fragmented nature of the media, the rise of 24-hour news cycle and seemingly unlimited Internet platforms (Malecha and Regan 2012). However, their incentive is to closely align with the party “because individual and collective partisan interests now frequently coincide, members find that their own reelection and policy goals are more closely tied to outcomes sought by their parties” (Malecha and Reagan, 18). Rank-and-file members, specifically in the House, appeal to leadership that will advance such interests. “Contemporary congressional leaders consequently now face pressure to mount and choreograph partisan public relations campaigns, and members who stand to benefit as a consequence of their leaders efforts have an interest in joining with them” (Malecha and Reagan, 19). While members are free to exploit the riches of the new social media age to advance individual messages, the national tone of campaigns and governing are largely shaped by the leadership.

The one size fits all messaging creates uncomfortable campaigns for members in swing-districts/states. Members from such districts, Malecha and Reagan explain, “must tailor their messaging to their constituents’ preferences, as opposed to conveying hard-edged, partisan positions drafted for standard political talking points” (78). It is not uncommon for candidates to distance themselves from their national party brand but it is becoming increasingly hard to do as messaging and legislative goals are unified. As parties seek to shape their message in the media, they speak with one voice in representing the whole party; this benefits members when their party brand is popular and hurts when their party is viewed unfavorably. All this creates a scenario where, for example, Gene Taylor (D-MS) who was often forcibly opposed to the Democratic agenda, was tied to National Democrats and attacked in the campaign for voting with the party leadership 82% of the time (Fablan, 2010). 

Voters are concerned with the quality of candidates, yet this consideration becomes negligible within the context of a polarized and partisan electorate. As the partisan tide increases, the incumbent advantage decreases while polarized electorates values party affiliation more than specific candidates. While television may not have altered the incumbency advantage directly, the shifting media strategy of both parties creates unfavorable situations for marginal members. This strategy contributes to the nationalization of campaigns, where the tone is set by national parties not local concerns. The environment created hurts members running in unfavorable states or districts and it serves to negate their incumbency advantage. 

Incumbent Loss

Defeated incumbents faced four unfavorable election environments, from 2004-2010, which negated their incumbency advantage. First, incumbents associated with scandal/personal indiscretions, were severely weakened and primary targets in reelection contests. Second, when a partisan district elects a candidate of the opposing party, which occurs for variety of reasons, that member is automatically vulnerable. Within an election cycle or two, such an incumbent is typically replaced with a more ideologically appropriate choice. Third, as a state/district shifts demographically or transfers party allegiances, both which occur gradually, it proves unfavorable for long-term incumbents, whose party affiliation/positions are at odds with the adjusted electorate. Lastly, representatives of swing states/districts consistently face competitive races, a direct result of moderated electorate. The cumulative negative effects of these races and the prevailing national mood helps to endanger incumbents. 
Environments which defeated incumbents confronted, were in many cases, not sufficient in themselves to cause a loss. Rather, these main challenges are compounded by a host of other difficulties, facilitated by the overriding issue. For example, a scandal-plagued incumbent may face both a strong primary and general election challenge with limited cash flow, both a result of the scandal. The collective effect serves to defeat incumbents. 

SCANDAL

In 2008, the voters of a New Orleans based district “specifically drawn to give African-Americans an electoral advantage and one in which two of every three voters are registered Democrats,” rejected 9 term incumbent, William Jefferson, a black Democrat and living embodiment of the specially designed district (Krupa, 2008). The circumstances surrounding the loss center on a far-reaching federal indictment directed at the Jefferson Family. The Congressman, his brother, sister and niece each were accused of stealing $100,000 + of federal funds, allocated to support not-for-profit organizations, and were indicted (Breshnahan, 2008). The indictment, levied before the election, created an increasingly hostile environment for the once safe incumbent, who declined to resign. Seven Democrats challenged Jefferson in the primary, forcing a run-off election, which he won with 56% (Russell, 2008). 

An obscure Vietnamese-American with severely limited electoral experience, Republican Joseph Cao, narrowly defeated the embattled incumbent in November 2008. As the first Vietnamese-American elected to Congress, he soon represented the predominately black district (Krupa, 2008). William Jefferson’s defeat illustrates the pitfalls of seeking reelection as a scandal plagued incumbent. The indictment, in this case, created an environment where Jefferson became vulnerable to forces within his party during primary. His weakened stature and low cash flow, resulting from the scandal, created an opportunity for his Republican challenger, a token candidate under normal circumstances. 
PERSONAL INCIDENTS 
 Voters value the politics of a candidate but also assess individual personalities since politics is a largely personal business. As Bill Sali (R-ID) realized, arrogant and aggressive qualities are not embraced warmly by Idaho’s 1st District. Sali won the 2006 election to replace Republican Butch Otter, two years after President Bush carried the district with 68% of the vote; the district is solidly conservative, in line with the states politics generally (Stanchak, 2007). His five-point win was slim however, a consequence of a generally good election cycle for Democrats and what can be described as Sali’s less than favorable style. 
In a perfect summation of his legislative style, and the visceral to response to it, the Washington Monthly reports: 

"His confrontational style alienates even fellow Republican legislators. During the 2006 session, he angered Democrats so much during a debate about abortion that they walked out. Afterward, Newcomb (Republican House Speaker) said: "That idiot (Sali) is just an absolute idiot. He doesn't have one ounce of empathy in his whole fricking body. And you can put that in the paper."(...) But that isn't all. When Republican Congressman Mike Simpson was speaker of the Idaho House, he once threatened to throw Sali out of a window in the state Capitol" (Benen, 2008). 

Seemingly aware of the caricature engrossing him, Sali worked to “temper his image of having a temper” (Stanchak, 2007). Donors and voters alike seemed unimpressed as the incumbent was outraised by over a million dollars and defeated after a single term, bested by Democrat Walt Minnick 51-49%.
 Minnick became the first Democrat to win a Congressional race in Idaho in 16 years (Altman 2010). However, the unlikely Democratic pickup did not signal a change in the political leanings of Idaho’s 1st. The seat remains solidly Republican, interrupted shortly by the failings of an unlikeable incumbent. Minnick faced reality and a more accurate representation of Idaho’s 1st District when he too lost after a single term, by a 10-point margin.
 
SOLID PARTISAN DISTRICT CHANGES PARTIES

Walt Minnick and Joseph Cao each experienced the vulnerabilities of winning in a district that historically aligns with the opposing party. These districts switch allegiances, briefly, for a variety of reasons, which are less important than the implications it presents for incumbents. Staten Island, the “Conservative Bastion In A Liberal City,” occupies an interesting space in New York politics. But the 13th District, which includes a small portion of Brooklyn, is solid in its support of Republicans for the Congressional seat.
 Republicans have not ceded control in nearly three decades, despite a healthy Democratic registration advantage. (Jorgensen, 2014). 
Rep. Vito Fossella (R-NY), a member of a beloved Island family, held the seat for a decade before declining to seek another term in 08’ amid a fit of controversy. In short, Fossella was arrested and charged with a D.W.I in D.C following an event. It was soon after revealed, that the married Congressmen was engaged in an extramarital affair and had fathered a child (Cruz, 2008).  
Rather than subject his family to the brutality of a scandal themed campaign, he declined to run again and Democrats were presented with their best opportunity to flip the district. Michael McMahon, a Democratic City Councilman, easily won the primary and was well positioned to secure the open seat, while Island Republicans struggled to regain their composure. The Staten Island GOP’s endorsed candidate, Frank Powers, died unexpectedly at 67, before the campaign began in earnest (Hicks, 2008). His replacement, Robert Straniere, was crushed 61-33%.
 In 2010, unsatisfied with potential challengers to McMahon, the Staten Island GOP Executive Committee endorsed Vito Fossella, yes that Vito Fossella, though he expressed no interest. The Committee later endorsed the loser in the Republican Primary but has since regrouped (Wrobleski, 2010).
McMahon, like Minnick and Cao, was immediately vulnerable given the district’s historical preferences. Rep. McMahon would need to detach himself from the President and increasingly unpopular party given the 2010 environment. His vote against the Affordable Care Act (ACA), an act bemoaned by NYC liberals, did not provide sufficient distance from Democrats (SI Advance, 2010). He lost to former FBI agent and Marine, Michael Grimm, yes that Michael Grimm, 51-48%.


Occupants of such seats have two choices: appeal to the preferred party of the District or stand firm in their beliefs. McMahon voted against the ACA while Joseph Cao provided the sole Republican vote for the bill (Herszenhorn, 2010). Both approaches have been largely unsuccessful. Members to hold such seats from 2004-2010, on average, survive only one election cycle. Rob Simmons (R-CT) won three elections, the longest serving member. (See pg. 27). 

CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS/POLITICAL ALLEGIANCE SHIFT

When Gene Taylor (D-MS) won a 1989 special election, which began a 21-year Congressional career, he stood witness to the rightward shift of the state (Boyer 2010). White, southern Democrats were becoming increasingly endangered as Taylor entered Congress and Kevin Sack observed, “to watch Mr. Taylor at work in this deeply conservative Gulf Coast district is to witness a struggle for survival” (Sack 1996). Taylor distanced himself, unabashedly, from firm Democratic policies and leaders, which provided the necessary detachment from the national party brand viewed skeptically in Mississippi. To consistently win, Taylor developed a winning formula for a Mississippi Democrat; he was a Democrat at ease opposing President Clinton, free trade and foreign aid and uncomfortable with gun control and abortion (Sack 1996). 

Mississippi 5th district voted comfortably for Nixon, against Carter twice and for George H.W Bush, but also voted for Gene Taylor 11 times (Sack 1996). On many issues, Taylor resembled a prototypical Republican rather than Democrat but resisted the urge to switch parties believing that “the average working person's best interest is best served by the Democratic Party” (Sack, 1996). His shrewd positioning and connection to the district voters allowed him to serve well past the prime of white, Southern Democrats. However, the forming tide caught up in 2010 when he lost his seat to State Rep. Steve Palazzo 52-47%.
 In the end, no matter how conservative Taylor proved to be, he wore the wrong party label and was vulnerable to an even more conservative challenger. 
Sitting members of Congress are not opposed to switching party allegiances, for expediency or conviction, when faced with demographic challenges. Sen. Arlen Specter (R-PA), up for reelection in 2010 decided to run as a Democrat given the rightward shift of the party at odds with his centrist positions. Given Alabama is more fertile for Republicans, Rep. Parker Griffith (D-AL), elected in 2008, chose to run as a Republican in 2010. Both members lost in their respective primaries.
 Gene Taylor, once opposed to switching parties, saying, “I personally would feel like a prostitute," too succumbed to the temptation as he ran against Rep. Palazzo in an ultimately unsuccessful Republican primary challenge (Sack 1996; Shepard, 2014). 

Sen. Blanche Lincoln, another Southern Democrat from Bill Clinton’s home state of Arkansas, was elected in 1998 when Democrats were still competitive statewide. By 2010, when the Senator appeared on the statewide ballot for a third time, Lincoln had compiled a moderate voting record, as the state shifted more favorably for Republicans. David von Drehle, perfectly captured the troubles of that strategy, “She has fallen into the trap of the overmoderate politician. By trying to make everyone a little bit happy, Lincoln may not have made anyone happy enough. She's too Democratic for Republicans, but not enough for the Democratic base” (2010).

Lincoln faced an unusually stiff primary challenge from Lt. Governor Bill Halter, who was supported in earnest by state and national labor unions (von Drehle, 2010). She ultimately prevailed by a thin four points, and some predicted, wrongly, that the race had strengthened her prospects for the fall general election saying the challenge “forced her to overcome a reputation for aloofness and to speak directly to the camera in her commercials” (Dewan, 2010). Lincoln lost in 2010 to Rep. John Boozman 58-36%.
 By 2014 Arkansas’s other Democratic Senator would lose reelection, while a Republican who voted for to impeach the states beloved son replaced the outgoing Democratic Governor
 (Kissel, 2014) 

Of the incumbents who lost between 2004-2010, 16 resulted from changing demographics, all served for over a decade. The longest serving incumbent was Rep. Phil Crane who represented Illinois’ 1st Congressional District from 1969-2004.
 This suggests that the change in demographics/political allegiances happens over a period of decades and skilled politicians can prolong the inevitable. 

REDISTRICTING


This research centers on 2004-2010 to avoid the messy aftermath of redistricting. An unusual occurrence in Texas however, produced a second round of controversial redistricting which affected the 2004 election. The initial redistricting after the 2000 census benefited Republicans and the revised Congressional map further extended their gains. Democrats decried the “partisan gerrymander” but the Supreme Court ultimately upheld the map in 2006 (Balz and Lane, 2006). Four Democratic incumbents: Max Sandlin, Chet Edwards, Chris Bell and Ciro Rodriquez, each faced less favorable districts and lost in 2004.
 State governments control the redistricting process, mostly excluding Congressional members from deliberations. Republicans controlled the Texas State House and Congressional Republicans benefited. 

Incumbents running in newly drawn districts that may vary dramatically from previous cycles are vulnerable given the new electorate. Further, when a state loses Congressional seats, it is not unusual for two incumbents challenge one another in either the primary or general elections. In that case, one incumbent will automatically lose. 

SWING DISTRICTS INFLUENCED BY NATIONAL TIDES
Members representing the shrinking number of swing district are typically moderate by nature, appealing to a broad, not firmly partisan electorate. These members consistently face competitive races given the district makeup and the desire of National parties regain or retain power. In short, these districts represent the best opportunities for the two parties to pickup seats. 

Indiana’s 9th district has proved to be the most unusual between 2004-2010. Baron Hill, the Democratic incumbent from 1998-2004 has endured reliably tough races each election cycle. Hill was first elected in 1998 with 51% of the vote and reelected with 54% in 2000. In 2002, he met Republican Michael Sodrel on the ballot, in what would be the first of 4 consecutive general elections between the two men. For some context, only “about 80 pairs of House candidates have run against each other four or more times since the First Congress in 1788, according to a review of 30,000 elections by the Wall Street Journal” (Farnam, 2008). 
Hill bested Sodrel slightly in 2002 with 51% of the vote. In 2004, with both men on the ballot once again, Sodrel defeated the incumbent by a mere 1,500 votes. Baron Hill was one of four House members to lose reelection that year in the mostly status quo election. Staging a comeback, Hill again ran against Sodrel in 2006 and reclaimed the seat with 50% of the vote. With his largest margin of victory, Hill comfortably overcame Sodrel in 2008 58-39%, their final meeting. Hill lost for a second time in 2010, against Republican Todd Young, 52-42%.

Indiana’s 9th followed the prevailing national tide. In 2004, the status quo election broke slightly for the Republican. In the exceptional Democratic years of 2006, 2008 the Democrat won and the Republican wave of 2010 brought a Republican back to office. Races in Pennsylvania and Florida, proved to be heavily influenced by the national mood. In an analysis of incumbent losses by state, (see pg. 21), PA and FL lost the most incumbents, 10 and 8 respectively. The results are informative.

The 06’ election was devastating for Pennsylvania Republicans. Sen. Rick Santorum    (R-PA), the two-term incumbent, led the Republican ticket in the general. His presence provided no boost for the down ballot races; rather his crushing loss likely hurt his fellow Republicans. The 18-point loss to a popular statewide elected official, Bob Casey, son of former PA Governor, was highly unusual given that Senate election margins are typically thin; it should be noted that Santorum faired slightly better than Sen. Lincoln, who lost by over 20 points.
 Four other Republican incumbents shared the Senators fate. In 2008 Republicans lost another Congressional seat to the Democrats. 
Republican Pat Toomey captured a Senate seat in 2010, redeeming the Santorum loss, while in Pennsylvania’s 3rd, 7th, 8th and 10th districts, Republicans returned to power after brief control by Democrats. 8/10 incumbent losses can be attributed to the predominant national environment the incumbents confronted. 
A similar experience transpired for Florida incumbents. In 2006 Democrats won two seats in Florida’s 22nd and 16th districts, each were historically held long-term by Republicans. In the following cycle Democrats flipped the 24th and 8th districts, which shared a similar history. In 2010 the four districts returned Republicans to power. In 2010, Rep. Allen Boyd (D-2nd) lost the seat held by Democrats for decades; by 2014 Gwen Graham redeemed the loss. Florida incumbents lost because the prevailing national mood did not favor their party.
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LOSS
LOSS

LOSS
LOSS

Resigns
Replaces Foley

Losses
Losses




CONCLUSION


Congressional incumbents are provided with a variety of benefits derived from their status as elected officials. These benefits are not guaranteed however; members must be active in raising money, connecting to voters and building a legislative record. When incumbents lose, their advantages are neutralized by negative forces/forces outside of their control. Scandal/personal embarrassments weaken members and are a main reason why incumbents lose. Larger demographic and political shifts in states/districts which occur outside the scope of a member’s control is the main contributor to incumbent loss: representing a partisan district, historically not aligned with your party, state/district demographic shifts, redistricting and representing a swing district/state when national tides favor the opposing party. These main electoral difficulties directly contribute to a host of other problems: attracting a strong challenger, struggle to raise money etc. Collectively, it serves to defeat incumbents. 

Congressional campaigns are increasingly nationalized meaning that members, specifically in marginal districts, survive and fall largely on the reputation of their party brand. When the national mood favors the opposing party, such members face tough reelections. Vulnerable incumbents can survive for a time but at a certain point the tide becomes too large and all encompassing. This is especially true in highly polarized and partisan contexts, which diminishes an incumbent’s advantage. In short, the incumbent advantage is negated when members face hostile electoral environments: either a result of self-inflicted misbehavior or larger political forces for which they have little to no control. 

APPENDIX
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(Source: Open Secrets)
NOTE ON DATA:  127 Congressional Incumbents lost between 2004-2010, excluding those who ran for higher office and forfeited their seats. Aside from 2004 which was a mostly status quo election, each subsequent cycle had a clear winner. Over the 4 cycles Democrats lost 70 incumbents, while Republicans lost 57. Below is the breakdown, including the categories of losses. Blue indicates a rematch between two candidates. Red indicates a Primary loss. OpenSecrets was an invaluable source for compiling each list. Real Clear Politics, CNN and the NYT election blogs each provided important information regarding the races. 
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2004 | General: 5 2 5

2006 | General: 28 30 1
Primary: 3

2008 | General: 24 22 3

2010 3 58





	SCANDAL/ PERSONAL INCIDENTS

	2000-2006- Sen. George Allen (R-VA)

	1988-2006- Sen. Conrad Burns (R-MT)

	1994-2006- J.D Hayworth (R-AZ)

	1988-2006- Don Sherwood (R-PA)

	1986-2006- Curt Weldon (R-PA)

	1982-2006- Nancy Johnson (R-CT)

	1990-2008- William Jefferson (D-LA)

	1970-2008- Sen. Ted Stevens (R-AK)

	2006-2008- Bill Sali (R-ID)

	2002-2008- Tom Feeney (R-FL)

	1984-2010- Paul Kanjorski (D-PA) 

	2008-2010- Allen Grayson (D-FL)

	1996-2010- Carolyn Kilpatrick (D-MI)

	1996-2010- Bob Etheridge (D-NC) 


	SOLID PARTISAN DISTRICT CHANGE PARTIES

	2000-2006- Rob Simmons (R-CT)

	2006-2008- Tim Mahoney (D-FL)

	2008-2008- Donald Cazayoux (D-LA)

	2006-2008- Nick Lampson (D-TX)

	2004-2010- Stephanie Sandlin (D-SD)

	2006-2010- Steve Kagen (D-WI)

	2008-2010- Betsey Markey (D-CO)

	2008-2010- Michael McMahon (D-NY) 

	2008-2010- Walt Minnick (D-ID) 

	2009-2010- Scott Murphy (D-NY)

	2006-2010- Zachary Space (D-OH)

	2008-2010- Joseph Cao (R-LA)

	2006-2010- Harry Mitchell (D-AZ)/ Schweikert

	2008-2010- John Boccieri (D-OH) 

	2008-2010- Frank Kratovil (D-MD)/ Harris 

	2008-2010- Harry Teague (D-NM)

	2008-2010- Bobby Bright (D-AL)

	2008-2010- Travis Childers (D-MS)

	2006-2010- Chris Carney (D-PA)

	2008-2010- Kathleen Dahlkemper (D-PA)


	CHANGING DEMOGRAPHICS/PARTY ALLEGIANCES

	1969-2004- Phil Crane (R-IL) 

	1986-2004- Sen. Tom Daschle (D-SD)

	1980-2006- E. Clay Shaw (R-FL)

	1992-2006- Henry Bonilla (R-TX) 

	1996-2008- Sen. Gordon Smith (R-OR

	1992-2008- Joe Knollenberg (R-MI)

	1992-2010- Earl Pomeroy (D-ND) 

	1976-2010- Ike Shelton (D-MO) 

	1982-2010- John Spratt (D-SC)

	1982-2010- Rick Boucher (D-VA) 

	1980-2010- Sen. Arlen Specter (D-PA)/ R(D

	1988-2010- Gene Taylor (D-MS) 

	1998-2010- Sen. Blanche Lincoln (D-AR)

	1992-2010- Sen. Russ Feingold (D-WI) 

	1977-2010- James Oberstar (D-MN)


	SWING DISTRICTS/STATES 

	1998- 2004- Baron Hill (D-IN)/ Sodrel 

	2002-2004- Max Burns (R-GA)

	1994-2006- Sue Kelly (R-NY)

	2004-2006- Michael Sandel (R-IN)/ Hill

	2002-2006- Jeb Bradley (R-NH)

	1994-2006- Charles Bass (R-NH) 

	2002-2006- Chris Chocola (R-IN) 

	1994-2006- Sen. Mike DeWine (R-OH) 

	1994-2006- Sen. Rick Santorum (R-PA)

	2002-2006- Sen. James Talent (R-MO)

	1994-2008- Steve Chabot (R-OH) 

	2004-2008- Thelma Drake (R-VA) 

	1998-2008- Robin Hayes (R-NC)/ Kissel 

	2000-2008- Ric Keller (R-FL)

	2004-2008- John Kuhl (R-NY)/ Massa

	2002-2008- Jon Porter (R-NV)

	2002-2008- Sen. John Sununu (R-NH)/ Shaheen

	1994-2008- Phil English (R-PA) 

	2006-2008- Tim Wahlberg (R-MI)

	2006-2010- Mike Acuri (D-NY)/ Hanna 

	2006-2010- John Hall (D-NY) 

	2006-2010- Baron Hill (D-IN)

	2008-2010- Mary Jo Kilroy (D-OH) 

	2006-2010- Ron Klein (D-FL)/ West 

	2006-2010- Carol Shea-Porter (D-NH) 

	2008-2010- Dina Titus (D-NV) 

	2008-2010- Steve Driehaus (D-OH)/ Chabot

	2008-2010- Dan Maffei (D-NY) 

	2004-2010- Melissa Bean (D-IL)

	2008-2010- Ann Kirkpatrick (D-AZ)

	2008-2010- Suszanne Kosmos (D-FL) 


	REDISTRICTING

	1996-2004- Max Sandlin (D-TX)

	1997-2004- Ciro Rodriguez (D-TX)

	2002-2004- Chris Bell (D-TX)

	2002-2010- Jim Marshall (D-GA) 

	2004-2010- Chet Edwards (D-TX) 

	1996-2010- Allen Boyd (FL)
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