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TDS STRATEGY MEMO –  PART I. REPublIcAnS: MOvE RIGhT AnD lOSE 
 PART II. DOES lIbERAlISM huRT DEMOcRATS? 

By Dr Alan Abramowitz

Part I – Republicans: Move Right and Lose

As Ed Kilgore recently discussed at FiveThirtyEight.com1, it has become almost an article
of faith in Republican circles that the best way for the GOP to regain the ground it has lost 
in the last two elections is to nominate candidates who take consistently conservative 
positions on the issues facing the country. According to the “move right and win” theory, by 
standing forthrightly for traditional family values, smaller government, and less regulation of 
business, Republican candidates can energize their party’s base and win back conservative 
voters who became disillusioned with the free-spending ways of the Bush Administration and 
congressional Republicans.

But while the move right and win theory is extremely popular among Republican activists, 
it directly challenges the widely accepted view of American voting behavior among election 
scholars. According to the median voter theory first proposed by Anthony Downs in his seminal 
work, An Economic Theory of Democracy2, general election candidates in the U.S. who take 
strongly conservative or strongly liberal positions tend to alienate moderate voters and there-
fore perform more poorly at the polls than candidates who hew more closely to the center of 
the ideological spectrum.

Fortunately, there is some readily available evidence that allows us to test these two compet-
ing theories. We can compare the performance of moderate and conservative Republican 
incumbents in recent U.S. Senate elections. If the move right and win theory is correct, we 
should find that conservative incumbents did better than expected based on the normal vote 
for their party while moderate incumbents did worse than expected; if the median voter theory 
is correct, however, we should find that moderate incumbents did better than expected based 
on the normal vote for their party while conservative incumbents did worse than expected.

In order to determine whether Republican incumbents did better or worse than expected 
based on the normal vote for their party, I measured their vote share compared with that of 
the current or most recent Republican presidential candidate in their state. I measured the 
conservatism of Republican senators based on their voting records in previous two years 
using a modified version of the familiar DW-NOMINATE scale with a range from 0 (moderate) 
to 8 (very conservative).

Figure 1 displays the relationship between the conservatism of Republican senators and their 
electoral performance. A positive electoral performance score means that a senator ran ahead 

1 http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/2010/05/move-right-and-win-well-soon-see.html
2 http://www.amazon.com/Economic-Theory-Democracy-Anthony-Downs/dp/0060417501/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s

=books&qid=1274795360&sr=1-1

http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/2010/05/move-right-and-win-well-soon-see.html
http://www.amazon.com/Economic-Theory-Democracy-Anthony-Downs/dp/0060417501/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1274795360&sr=1-1
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of the Republican presidential candidate while a negative score means that a senator ran 
behind the Republican presidential candidate.

The results in Figure 1 show that there was a fairly strong negative relationship between 
conservatism and electoral performance. The more conservative the voting record, the worse 
the performance of the incumbent. Republican senators with moderate voting records like 
Olympia Snowe, Susan Collins, and John Chafee generally ran well ahead of the Republi-
can presidential candidate in their state while those with very conservative voting records like 
John Ashcroft, James Inhofe and Jim Bunning frequently ran behind the Republican 
presidential candidate.

The results in Figure 1 would appear to support the median voter theory and undermine the 
move right and win theory. Before reaching this conclusion, however, we need to control for 
a variety of other factors that influence the outcomes of Senate elections involving incum-
bents such as the strength of the challenger, the national political climate, and the presence of 
any major scandals or controversies involving the incumbent. Therefore Table 1 presents the 
results of a multiple regression analysis of Senate election outcomes including all of these 
predictors along with the conservatism of the incumbent’s voting record. Challenger strength is 
measured by the natural logarithm of challenger spending in thousands of collars, the national 
political climate is measured by dummy variables for each election year, and scandals or major 
controversies are measured by a dummy variable. Once again, the dependent variable is the 
performance of the incumbent compared with the Republican presidential candidate.
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The results in Table 1 provide additional support for the median voter theory. After 
controlling for challenger strength, the presence of major scandals or controversies, and the 
national political climate, the conservatism of the incumbent’s voting record continues to have 
a strong negative influence on incumbent electoral performance. For every additional one point 
increase in conservatism, Republican incumbents lost an additional three percentage points in 
support relative to their party’s presidential candidate.

Conclusions:

Evidence from U.S. Senate elections since 2000 provides strong support for the median voter 
theory of U.S. elections. This evidence shows that conservatism had a significant negative 
effect on the electoral performance of Republican incumbents. Based on these results, efforts 
by the Tea Party movement and other conservative activist to purge moderate incumbents and 
pressure Republican candidates into taking more consistently conservative positions are likely 
to have a detrimental impact on the GOP’s performance in future elections.
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Part II – Does Liberalism Hurt Democrats?

In a recent article3 posted at The Democratic Strategist I presented evidence that conservatism 
had a negative influence on the performance of Republican incumbents in recent U.S. Senate 
elections. In this article I examine whether liberalism had a similar effect on the performance of 
Democratic incumbents. I collected data on all contested Senate races involving incumbents 
in five elections between 2000 and 2008. A total of 69 races involving Republican incumbents 
and 61 races involving Democratic incumbents were included in the analysis.

Overall, Democratic incumbents were much more successful than Republican incum-
bents in these five elections. Only 6% of Democratic incumbents (4 of 61) were defeated 
compared with 25% of Republican incumbents (17 of 69). This occurred despite the fact that 
Republican incumbents generally represented states that more strongly supported their 
party’s presidential candidates than did Democratic incumbents. On average, Republican 
presidential candidates received 54% of the vote in Republican incumbents’ states while 
Democratic presidential candidates received an average of only 50% of the vote in Democratic 
incumbents’ states.

The difference between the success rates of Democratic and Republican incumbents 
was especially striking in states in which the incumbent’s party was at a disadvantage or 
enjoyed only a marginal advantage based on the presidential vote. In strongly Democratic and 
Republican states, those in which the vote for a party’s presidential candidate was at least five 
points above the party’s national vote share, almost no incumbents lost: 94% of Republican 
incumbents (33 of 35) and 100% of Democratic incumbents (23 of 23) were reelected. 
However, in high risk or marginal states, those in which the vote for a party’s presidential 
candidate was below or less than five points above the party’s national vote share, 44% of 
Republican incumbents (15 of 34) were defeated compared with only 11% of Democratic 
incumbents (4 of 38).

In order to explain the difference in the performance of Republican and Democratic 
incumbents, I performed separate multiple regression analyses of the results of elections 
involving each party’s incumbents. The dependent variable in each regression analysis is the 
incumbent’s share of the major party vote. The independent variables are the vote share for 
the presidential candidate of the incumbent’s party in the state and the ideology of the incum-
bent, as measured on the DW-NOMINATE scale, as conservatism for Republicans and liberal-
ism for Democrats. (Dummy variables for each election year were also included to control for 
the national political climate at the time of each election but the coefficients for these variables 
are not included in the table). The results of the regression analyses are displayed in Table 1.

The findings in Table 1 once again show that among Republican incumbents, conservatism 
had a substantial and statistically significant negative influence on vote share after controlling 
for the strength of the Republican Party in each incumbent’s state and the national political 
climate at the time of each election. In contrast, among Democratic incumbents, liberalism had 
only a small and statistically insignificant influence on vote share. 

3 http://www.thedemocraticstrategist.org/strategist/2010/05/move_right_and_lose_evidence_f.php

http://www.thedemocraticstrategist.org/strategist/2010/05/move_right_and_lose_evidence_f.php
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These results suggest that one of the reasons why Republican incumbents from marginal and 
Democratic leaning states suffered an exceptionally high rate of defeat is that some of them 
were too conservative for the states that they represented. In these five elections, 58% (7 of 
12) of strongly conservative Republican incumbents (those with above average conservatism 
scores) from marginal or Democratic leaning states were defeated compared with only 36% (8 
of 22) of less conservative Republican incumbents from these states.


