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Abstract

Although there is a large literature on the career decisions of House members, there is a dearth of critical scholarship
examining retirement decisions in the Senate. This study aims to address this under-explored topic and identify the key
factors in Senate retirement decisions. With a less demanding election schedule, greater power afforded to individual
senators, more prestige attached to the office, and fewer attractive options for progressive ambition, we find that
Senate retirement decisions differ substantially from patterns observed in the House. Among other things, the partisan
retirement differential that is so obvious and persistent in the House (with Republican MCs retiring at higher rates
than Democrats) is markedly absent in the Senate. We explore this and other inter-chamber differences, discussing
both their empirical and normative ramifications, and noting their importance for our understanding not only of the

two chambers but also of the two parties.
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For several generations, students of the U.S. Congress
have been interested in the career patterns of incumbent
representatives, especially their retirement decisions. In
an era that has been characterized by what some have
called “super incumbency advantages,” this interest has
been driven in large measure by the fact that voluntary
departures have far outstripped electoral defeats as a
source of congressional turnover. For those interested in
legislative turnover and political renewal, retirements are
a significantly larger source of congressional replacement
than are electoral defeats. Ornstein et al. (2013) report
that in the almost four-decade period between the federal
election campaign reforms of the early 1970s and 2012,
retirements from the House of Representatives surpassed
electoral defeats 726 to 501 (1.4 to 1). The Senate ratio of
1.58 to 1 (141 to 89) is even starker.

One consistent finding in this literature has been that
Republican legislators tend to retire—either from public
life altogether or to seek other offices—at higher rates
than do Democrats, a situation that has significant impli-
cations for the partisan balance of power in the Congress.
However, as with many areas of congressional studies,
virtually all of the attention to retirement patterns has
been devoted to the House of Representatives. This is
unfortunate for several reasons. First, it leaves our under-
standing of congressional career dynamics incomplete.
The numerous institutional disparities between the House
and the Senate might contribute to very different factors
influencing career choices in the two chambers. Second,
and relatedly, there are reasons to suspect that the partisan

discrepancies so obvious in the House might not be pres-
ent (or at least as marked) in the Senate. Comparisons of
the two chambers might provide added insights into these
partisan dynamics, permitting us a better appreciation of
the factors that make government service attractive to
legislators in different parties.

The paper unfolds as follows. First, we review the
relatively copious literature on House retirement patterns,
focusing where appropriate on the important partisan
dimension, followed by a review of the very limited work
that has been done on Senate retirements. Second, we
overview the differences between the two chambers,
focusing on those that might reasonably be expected to
affect legislators’ career decisions. Third, we describe
and analyze data on departures from the Senate from the
93rd through the 113th Congress (1973-2014), consider-
ing both retirements from elective life and progressive
ambition to run for other offices, comparing these volun-
tary departures with rates of electoral defeat and with
similar departure rates in the House. We also consider the
effect of party on retirement decisions, both descriptively
and in multivariate models that control for other relevant
factors. Finally, we conclude by discussing the implica-
tions our findings hold for our understanding of the
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chambers of Congress and for the desire of members of
the two parties to serve in them, as well as outlining some
avenues for future research.

Previous Research

At least since Mayhew’s (1974, 5) famous dictum that
members of Congress (MCs) may be considered “single-
minded seekers of reelection,” students of the Congress
have been fascinated by the unusual cases of those incum-
bents who opt not to run again. In part, this enquiry was
driven by the fact that Mayhew’s treatise on the “electoral
connection” coincided with an unanticipated surge in vol-
untary House retirements during the 1970s, even as incum-
bents’ rates of re-election remained high. Initial studies of
this upsurge focused on the causes of retirements. Stressing
the unintentional consequences of institutionalization,
Cooper and West (1981) noted that increasingly lengthy
sessions, increasingly complex policy debates, increas-
ingly demanding constituents, and increasingly odious
fund-raising responsibilities led some members to the con-
clusion that “the job [was] . . . not fun anymore.” In the
same vein, Hibbing (1982) indicted institutional and parti-
san changes, particularly the decline in the seniority norm,
which had guaranteed committee leadership roles to long-
serving members of the majority party.

Focusing on micro rather than macro factors, other
researchers looked to the individual circumstances—some
political, some economic—of individual MCs. Jacobson
and Kernell (1983), for instance, concluded that retirement
choices were based on personal calculations of the esti-
mated costs and benefits of seeking re-election, especially
in terms of the national political forces at play in particular
election cycles. Similarly, Moore and Hibbing (1998)
found retirements over the 1960 to 1996 period to be more
common among older members, those less electorally
secure, those (relative to their ages) less senior, and those at
greater distance ideologically from their party median.
Drawing on labor economics, Kiewiet and Zeng (1993)
developed an expected utility model, concluding—unex-
pectedly—that though age and partisanship did not sizably
affect members’ retirement decisions, institutional reforms
such as those discussed by Hibbing did have significant
effects. Using a similar perspective, Hall and Van
Houweling (1995) found that personal economic circum-
stances and members’ opportunities for advancement in
the chamber were the principal influences on retirement
decisions (see also Groseclose and Krehbiel 1994 for a
focused analysis of House retirements in the 1992 election
cycles, especially the influence of changes in campaign
finance regulations).

Shifting attention from causes to consequences,
Gilmour and Rothstein (1993, 1996) developed a dynamic
model to demonstrate that under common conditions,

retirement decisions have substantial implications for
partisan control of the House of Representatives.
Analyzing data from the period 1954 to 1990 and concen-
trating on the unpleasantness of long-term minority status
in a majoritarian institution, they concluded that volun-
tary departures “cost the Republicans anywhere from 5 to
15 seats in the House,” accounting for “about 20% of the
number [of seats] needed to win a majority” (Gilmour
and Rothstein 1993, 358).

Ang and Overby (2008) extended this time series for-
ward, capitalizing on the natural experiment afforded by
the Republican takeover of the House following the 1994
elections to interrogate Gilmour and Rothstein’s conclu-
sion that higher retirement rates among GOP MCs were
driven by their experiences as members of the seemingly
“permanent minority.” Ang and Overby’s finding that
Republicans continued to retire at higher rates even when
in the majority convinced them that fundamental partisan
differences rather than minority/majority status account
for differential retirement rates.' Although they also
argued that improvements in Republicans’ ability to win
and hold open seat races partially compensated for retire-
ment losses, Ang and Overby (339) concluded that GOP
career choices “significantly attenuated the size of their
legislative majority and contributed to their ouster as the
majority party in the elections of 2006.”

Murakami (2009) used data on House career decisions
from the 97th through the 108th Congresses (1997-2004)
to assess four hypotheses related to differences in partisan
retirement rates: that those in the minority party, conser-
vatives, those with better political opportunities outside
of the chamber, and those with more lucrative private sec-
tor opportunities are more likely to retire. Distinguishing
between those opting to leave the public arena entirely
and those reaching for higher office, he found that little
other than ideology mattered for the first category and
little save ideology and political opportunities (i.c.,
gubernatorial and Senate seats that were either open or
occupied by the other party) for the latter; notably, he
concluded that after taking proper account of other fac-
tors, partisanship itself is insignificant to retirement deci-
sions. Murakami’s analysis not only made a coherent case
for why conservative politicians might prefer governor-
ships (with their state focus and veto power) or Senate
seats (with the filibuster) to secure spots in the House but
also provided evidence that ideology matters within par-
ties as well as across parties, with conservative MCs from
both caucuses more likely than their relatively more lib-
eral co-partisans to leave the House voluntarily.”

In contrast to the relatively voluminous literature on
House career decisions, extant analysis of senators is
scant. To the best of our knowledge, only two studies
(Bernstein and Wolak 2002; Livingston and Friedman
1993) have delved into Senate retirement patterns, and
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only Bernstein and Wolak (2002) have focused on the
Senate over a substantial time period. Responding to evi-
dence of increasing rates of congressional retirements in
the 1970s, Livingston and Friedman (1993) examined
data from both chambers in the 1980s and concluded that
the spike in voluntary departures from Congress in the
previous decade had been an “aberration.” Although their
descriptive data did, indeed, show a slightly (1%) greater
tendency toward retirement on the part of Republicans in
both chambers, their limited time series did not permit
adequate analytical leverage in their multivariate dis-
criminant analysis to distinguish minority party status
from Republican status, so they could not directly test for
a partisan effect per se (see p. 247). Bernstein and Wolak
(2002) used more extensive longitudinal data, exploring
Senate retirements between 1962 and 2000. They found
only two variables significantly related to retirement
choices: age and minority party status. Unfortunately,
they treated all retirements from the chamber as the same
(i.e., they did not distinguish between retirement from
public life and progressive ambition), and they did not
test for an explicit partisan dimension.

We will draw on these previous studies as we develop
models to explore Senate retirements. Specifically, we
will use many of the variables that have been found to
exert significant influence on retirement decisions, espe-
cially in the House, including age, minority status, tenure,
electoral marginality, ideology, and partisanship. First,
however, we will spend some time considering the
unusual nature of the upper chamber and how that might
influence our expectations.

The Exceptional Senate

As numerous observers have noted, the U.S. Senate is not
only under-studied relative to the House, but it is also an
exceptional legislative body (Oppenheimer 2002). The
Senate is endowed by the Constitution with unusually
long terms and with a number of executive powers shared
with the president (e.g., confirmation of key bureaucratic,
judicial, diplomatic, and military nominees; ratification
of treaties) that distinguish it from the House, where the
“constant campaign” undercuts deliberation and the
chamber tends to focus exclusively on legislative tasks.
The evolution of the chamber’s rules since the early
1800s—in particular the abolition of the previous ques-
tion and the development of the filibuster—also renders
the Senate a different sort of legislative institution, mak-
ing it a far less majoritarian body and bestowing signifi-
cantly greater powers in individual members, who (at
least in the absence of super-majority support) have sub-
stantial capacity to block legislation.

These institutional differences have implications for
senatorial careers that should be addressed when

considering retirement decisions. First, longer terms
make campaigning a less arduous activity, which may
make age less of a factor in choosing whether or not to
retire.’ Second, as it places considerable power in the
hands of minority senators, the filibuster likely makes the
Senate a more rewarding place in which to serve in
the minority party, at least relative to the House, where
the legislative agenda is subject to tight majority party
control. As a result, it is not at all clear that minority party
senators face the same level of job frustration often attrib-
uted to the minority in the House (Fenno 1989; Gilmour
and Rothstein 1993). Third, Republicans in particular
might find the Senate a more attractive environment than
the House because the executive powers shared with the
White House and the negative power embedded in the
filibuster match better their views of themselves as
“executives” and their preference for limiting rather than
expanding the reach of government (Ang and Overby
2008; Ehrenhalt 1992; Freeman 1986; Jacobson 1990).
Fourth, in terms of attractive alternatives, senators have
fewer choices than do House members, a good number of
whom are enticed by the possibility of running for the
Senate.” In contrast, relatively few offices—perhaps only
one, the presidency—constitute an indisputable “promo-
tion” from the Senate.” As much of the partisan disparity
in House retirement rates has been attributed to higher
levels of progressive ambition among Republicans (Ang
and Overby 2008; Gilmour and Rothstein 1993), the dis-
crepancy might not be as obvious in the Senate.

We expect, therefore, that retirement dynamics in the
Senate may well differ from those chronicled in the
House. We anticipate that retirements (especially to pur-
sue other office) will be less common in the upper cham-
ber, as well as less associated with age and minority party
status than seen in the House. Most importantly, we
hypothesize that the partisan differential seen so persis-
tently in the House will be muted or absent in the Senate
due to the chamber’s greater relative appeal to GOP
lawmakers.

Data and Bivariate Analysis

To gain a better understanding of the contours and dynam-
ics of Senate retirements, we analyze data from the 93rd
through the 113th Congresses (1973-2014). This time
series permits us to overview what may profitably be con-
sidered the “modern” Senate, since the adoption of the
Federal Election Campaign Act of 1972, the introduction
of televised proceedings in 1974, and the last major
reform to cloture requirements in 1975.

Table 1 presents a summary of departures from the
Senate over that period, broken down by party and by
type of departure (i.e., retirement from elected office,
progressive ambition, and electoral defeat),’ with
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Table I. Departures from Senate, 93rd to | 13th Congresses.
Retirements Progressive ambition Electoral defeats

Congress Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans
93rd 3 4 0 | 2 2
94th 4 4 | 0 5 4
95th 5 5 0 0 5 2
96th 2 2 | | 12 |
97th 2 2 0 0 | |
98th 2 2 0 0 | 2
99th 2 3 | 0 0 7
100th 3 2 0 2 | 3
101st 0 2 0 2 0 |
102nd 4 3 2 0 3 2
103rd 6 3 0 0 3 0
104th 8 5 0 2 0 2
105th 3 | 0 | | 2
106th 4 | 0 0 | 4
107th | 4 0 | 2 2
108th 4 3 | 0 | 0
109th 3 | | 0 0 6
I 10th 0 6 4 0 0 4
Il1th 7 6 0 | 3 |
I 12th 7 5 | 0 0 2
I13th 6 4 0 0 5 0
Party totals 76 (of 1,119) 68 (of 1,011) 12 I 46 48

(6.8%) (6.7%) (1.1%) (1.1%) (4.1%) (4.7%)
Senate totals 144 23 94
House comparisons 4.7% 5.2% 2.9% 4.3% 5.8% 5.5%

summary comparisons to House retirements. Several
aspects of this table deserve comment.

First, as in the House, voluntary departures signifi-
cantly outstrip involuntary departures as a source of
membership turnover. Across the twenty-one Congresses,
of the 261 departures (excluding deaths in office), retire-
ments and progressive ambition account for 64 percent
(n=167) of the total, which closely reflects the ratio seen
in the House.

But there are differences with the House as well.
Retirements from public life constitute a far larger per-
centage of voluntary Senate departures than is seen in the
House. Between the 93rd and the 113th Congresses, of
the 167 voluntary departures, 144 senators (86%) retired
from elective office compared with a mere 23 (14%) who
immediately sought other office. Figures extrapolated
from Ang and Overby (2008, 342—44) show significantly
greater balance between the two exit streams in the
House. As anticipated, with fewer opportunities for “pro-
motion,” senators are less likely to leave their seats to
chase other offices.

Similarly, at least at first blush, there appears to be
little in the way of a partisan disparity in the Senate
when it comes to retirements. As the figures in Table 1

indicate, seventy-six Senate Democrats retired from
elective office over the course of the 93rd to 113th
Congresses, which represents a 6.8 percent rate (76 of
1,119 Senate seats held by Democrats over the period).
That is almost identical to the 6.7 percent rate
(68/1,011) found among Republican senators.
Similarly, in terms of progressive ambition, partisan
rates were 1.1 percent among both GOP and Democratic
senators. Consistent with our expectations, at least at
the level of bivariate analysis, Republicans seem no
more likely than Democrats to depart the Senate of
their own volition.

Also consistent with what we anticipated, being in the
minority party per se does not seem to be strongly associ-
ated with Senate retirements. Excluding the 107th
Congress, during which party control of the chamber
shifted three times, twenty Congresses are summarized in
Table 1. Of these twenty, the minority party witnessed
larger numbers of retirements only nine times, while the
remaining eleven Congresses were almost evenly split
between instances in which both parties had the same
number of retirements (rn = 5) or the majority party actu-
ally saw more defections (n = 6, including the past two
Congresses).
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Multivariate Analysis

To see if our bivariate results hold in the presence of the
usual controls, we construct multivariate models, guided
by the earlier work of Bernstein and Wolak (2002). We
expand and extend their analysis by updating the time
series through the 113th Congress, including party as an
independent variable of interest (as well as several other
important control variables), and examining progressive
ambition separately.

Initially, we examine all voluntary departures together.
We code as | any senator in any Congress who retired
from public life, left the Senate to pursue another elective
office, or left to accept a major public appointive position
(i.e., Cabinet post). All other senators (i.e., those remain-
ing in the chamber and those who left the Senate involun-
tarily through death or electoral defeat) we code as 0.’

On the right-hand side of our equations, we include
several variables of interest. First, of course, there is party,
coded 0 for Democrats and 1 for Republicans, with “inde-
pendent” senators coded according to the party they cau-
cused with. Second, we include several other variables the
previous research has found to be significant in the House,
including ideology (as measured by first dimension
DW-NOMINATE scores)® and whether or not in that
Congress a senator was in the chamber’s majority (1) or
minority (0) party.” Third, we include two variables unique
to Senate analysis: whether or not the senator was in a re-
election year (1 if yes, 0 if no) and whether or not the sena-
tor was appointed or elected to office (1 if appointed, 0 if
elected). Our expectations are that senators are more likely
to retire at the end of a six-year term than in the midst of
one and that appointed senators are in some cases place-
holders who have no intention of pursuing a lengthy ten-
ure in the chamber.'® Senators who are initially appointed
but who are subsequently elected to the office are treated
as elected. Fourth, we include a number of control vari-
ables used in previous studies that might reasonably be
thought to affect career decisions, especially legislative
career decisions. These include age, the square of age (to
account for possible non-linear effects), gender, tenure in
the Senate, and being a Southern Democrat.'’ To account
for the Jacobson—Kernell strategic politicians thesis
(Jacobson and Kernell 1983), that career decisions are—
in part at least—driven by perceived threats to re-
election,'? we also include vote share in most recent elec-
tion,"> membership in the president’s party, and member-
ship in the president’s party during a midterm election
cycle. Finally, we include one final variable that has not
been included in previous analysis, which we label “legis-
lative experience.” Operationalized as the number of years
that senators had previously served in state legislatures or
the U.S. House of Representatives, this is an effort to cap-
ture whether senators are political “careerists” or

Table 2. Logistic Regression Estimates of All Retirements
from the U.S. Senate, 93rd to | 13th Congresses.

Party -0.004 (0.004)
Age 0.107* (0.061)
Age? -0.001 (0.000)

Legislative experience -0.038*F (0.016)

Previous vote share -0.009 (0.010)
Re-election year 2.618%% (0.221)
Tenure +0.000* (0.000)
Appointed 2.532%% (0.541)
Ideology 0.591 (0.520)
Majority party —0.558** (0.213)
President’s party 0.031 (0.256)

Presidential party midterm
Southern Democrat

0.375 (0.385)
0.229 (0.273)

Female -0.796 (0.497)
Constant —8.390%* (2.296)
N 2,130

Fixed effects for Congresses are not reported. Standard errors are
clustered by senator.
*p <.10. ¥p < .05. ¥*p < .0l; two-tailed tests.

“amateurs” (Canon 1990). Although not all amateurs are
“hopeless,” it seems likely that ceteris paribus those with
more legislative experience might find the Senate a more
hospitable environment in which to serve."*

Our initial findings are reported in Table 2, which
shows the results of logistic regression analysis of all
decisions to depart the Senate voluntarily."

Many of our variables perform as expected, or at least
in an explicable fashion. Consonant with Bernstein and
Wolak (2002), we find age is significantly related to
retirement, though the strength of the association is more
modest than they reported, which is perhaps not all that
unusual in an institution where 85 percent could claim
membership in the AARP and almost a quarter are over
the age of 70. As expected, senators are more likely to
retire at the end of a six-year term and to do so if they
were appointed rather than elected. Somewhat unexpect-
edly (but also in line with Bernstein and Wolak’s earlier
findings), especially for a chamber that gives rather
unprecedented power to the minority through traditions
like holds and filibusters, minority senators were com-
paratively more likely to retire, suggesting that even in an
institution that requires super majorities, it is less reward-
ing to be on the minority side of the aisle. Consistent with
our bivariate findings, there is no evidence that
Republicans are more likely than Democrats to retire,
indicating that—along the partisan dimension—service
in the “upper” chamber is different from the “lower,” a
point we will return to in due course. Similarly, contra-
Murakami (2009) ideology does not seem to have any
discernible impact on retirements, with conservatives no
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Estimates of Progressive
Ambition in the U.S. Senate, 93rd to | |3th Congresses.

Table 4. Partisan Holds and Losses Due to Retirements,
93rd to | 13th Congresses.

Party 0.008 (0.008)
Age 0.035 (0.110)
Age? -0.001 (0.001)
Legislative experience -0.084** (0.042)
Previous vote share —0.006 (0.019)
Re-election year 0.805* (0.433)
Tenure +0.000* (0.000)
Ideology —-0.737 (1.045)
Majority party —0.148 (0.440)
President’s party —0.745 (0.590)
Presidential party midterm 0.041 (0.755)
Southern Democrat 0.386 (0.734)
Female -0.387 (1.039)
Constant —4.511 (3.408)
N 2,130

Standard errors are clustered by senator.
*p <.10. **p < .05. #*p < .01; two-tailed tests.

more likely than liberals to leave the institution. However,
legislative experience does exert a significant influence,
with senators who have more experience in the House
and state legislatures significantly less likely to retire in
any given Congress than their otherwise similarly situ-
ated colleagues.

To delve deeper into Senate retirement decisions, we
analyze progressive ambition separately, in results reported
in Table 3. Although the Senate is a very prestigious body,
some senators are willing to relinquish their seats to pursue
other coveted positions. Recall from Table 1 that over the
past four decades, twenty-three senators—roughly 1 per-
cent of each partisan caucus—have done this. In our analy-
sis, we code as progressive ambition (1) only those cases in
which senators immediately ran for another elective office
or were nominated for a cabinet post. All other senators
(including those who took other high-profile, but non-gov-
ernmental posts, such as Jim DeMint’s move to the
Heritage Foundation) we code as 0.'°

Results summarized in Table 3 suggest that the only fac-
tors that systematically influence progressive ambition are
experience (legislators seem to want to stay legislators),
and—more modestly—whether or not it is a re-election
year and how long the senator has served in the chamber.
Factors that influence retirement more generally such as
age, membership in the majority party, and appointment
status have no discernible influence on those seeking higher
office. Our principal variable of interest, party, is again
insignificant, indicating—unlike in the House—no greater
propensity among Senate Republicans than Democrats to
chase higher office. There are relatively few promotions
available to senators, and Republicans seem no more likely
than Democrats to forgo the Senate to pursue them.'”

Holds Losses

Congress Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans

93rd
94th
95th
96th
97th
98th
99th
100th
101st
102nd
103rd
104th
105th
106th
107th
108th
109th
1 10th
I11th
1 12th
I113th 3 3 3 |
Party 52 (of 88) 55 (of 79) 36 (of 88) 24 (of 79)

totals (58.4%) (69.6%) (40.9%) (30.8%)
Grand 107 60

totals

N
N
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3
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3
3
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Finally, one point stressed by Ang and Overby (2008)
was that in the House, Republicans were able to compen-
sate in part for their higher retirement rates by greater
success in the open seat races caused by retirements.
Although we find no similar partisan disparity in retire-
ment rates in the Senate, there is an analogous GOP
advantage in holding Senate seats they have vacated and
picking up seats vacated by Democratic retirements. As
the figures reported in Table 4 show, overall, both parties
do reasonably well holding on to vacated seats, with over
64 percent (107 of 167) remaining with the same party.
But the Republican hold rate of 69.6 percent exceeds the
Democratic rate by over 10 percentage points. If, as
Gaddie and Bullock (2000) have argued, open seats are
“where the action is,” in the modern Senate, Republicans
have done a better job than Democrats of blunting their
losses due to retirements.

Discussion

Our study was motivated by the desire to extend work on
career decisions in the U.S. Senate, to update and extend
the limited previous research on the institution, to examine
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retirements due to progressive ambition separately, and,
specifically, to determine if partisan differentials in retire-
ments observed in the House of Representatives were also
present in the upper chamber. In some ways, our findings
reinforce those of previous studies, especially Bernstein
and Wolak’s (2002). We, too, find age and minority party
status associated with greater overall levels of retirement.
But we also find that prior legislative experience tends to
dampen the urge to retire, while being an appointed senator
and being in a re-clection year make retirement more
attractive. Our results also suggest that progressive ambi-
tion is difficult to model. Of more than a dozen variables in
our models—most of which have been found to affect
other aspects of legislative behavior—only legislative
experience (negatively) and being up for re-election (posi-
tively) are statistically associated with senators’ decisions
to seek other offices.

Our finding that partisan retirement differentials are
absent in the upper chamber is interesting for what it says
about Republicans and Republican office holders, at least
when painting in broad strokes. The fact that the Senate
appears, compared with the House, to be a more amena-
ble chamber for Republicans suggests that the upper
chamber’s roles (in particular sharing certain executive
functions with the president) and rules (in particular the
filibuster) fit more comfortably into Republicans’ views
of themselves and their party. As others going back at
least to Freeman (1986) have suggested, the parties are
different, drawing on different classes and types of peo-
ple for both their membership and leaders. Our findings
about senators—especially in comparison with MCs—
are consonant with a Republican conception of them-
selves as independent executives (rather than constrained
backbenchers) and their party mission as one of limiting
(through holds and the filibuster) rather than expanding
the role and size of government. More abstractly, the
Senate has been called the “least democratic democratic
institution on the face of the earth” (Hulse 2003).
Republicans, who have long been less comfortable with
unbridled democracy, seem more comfortable there than
in the majoritarian House.

Finally, our finding that Republicans have been more
successful than Democrats in retaining the seats of their
retiring senators does match the pattern observed in the
House (Ang and Overby 2008). Retirements can have
ugly consequences for a legislative party. In addition to
surrendering considerable expertise (Hibbing 1991),
retirements can trigger expensive, internecine primary
battles, and yield the electoral advantages of incumbency
in what become open seat races. The Republican Party
has been advantaged in the Senate not just by maintaining
retirement rates roughly equal to Democrats but also by
its ability to retain more of the seats of its retirees. An
implication of this is that over the twenty-one Congresses

included in our analysis—essentially the entirety of the
modern, post-Watergate Congress—Republicans held a
larger proportion of Senate (47.5%) than of House
(44.7%) seats.

Although this analysis has deepened our understand-
ing of the dynamics of Senate retirements, it has also
suggested avenues for future research. First, as we have
explored only the most recent decades of data, an obvi-
ous extension would be to analyze retirement patterns
back to the beginning of the elected Senate in the second
decade of the twentieth century. In addition to the
insights that might be generated by examining data from
previous political eras, the additional data would give us
more methodological leverage to explore such things as
possible interactive effects. Second, subsequent analysis
might also explore the impact of polarization on retire-
ment decisions. At the aggregate level, does polarization
help account for the spikes in Senate retirements seen in
years such as 1996, 2010, and 2012? At the individual
level, does state-level polarization influence senators’
career decisions? Third, though ideology as we measure
it does not emerge as significant in our analysis, it is
possible that it might assume greater importance if oper-
ationalized in other ways or modeled differently. In
future research, we plan to explore both the effects of
conservatism and ideological congruence within parties
on senators’ retirement calculations. Fourth, it would be
interesting to explore further post-Senate career pat-
terns, both for senators who retire from public life and
those who pursue further political ambition. What activ-
ities do senators pursue in retirement? Do attractive
opportunities in either the public or private sectors
weigh significantly on retirement decisions? Finally, it
might be instructive to tie together research that has
been done on career beginnings with end of career deci-
sions. We have scratched the surface of that in this anal-
ysis, showing that legislative experience prior to the
Senate is associated with longer service in the Senate.
Do other early career factors (such as occupational back-
ground or early political experiences) also make a differ-
ence regarding the attractiveness of Senate service?
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Notes

1.

Ang and Overby (2008) found the partisan disparity to be
particularly marked in terms of progressive ambition, that
is, departures from the House to contest for other (usu-
ally higher) offices. During all of the six election cycles in
which they were the House majority (e.g., 1996-2006), a
higher proportion Republicans sought other office than did
Democratic members of Congress (overall, 3.7%—2.6%).
Specifically, Murakami (2009) found conservative
Democrats more likely both to leave elective office and to
indulge progressive ambition, whereas more conservative
Republicans were disproportionately inclined to pursue
higher office.

In the 113th Congress, the average age of House mem-
bers was 57, while the average age of senators was 62
(Davidson et al. 2014, 108).

For example, in the 113th Congress, of the 26 House mem-
bers who exhibited progressive ambition, 21 (81%) pur-
sued Senate seats.

It is also worth noting that given the election schedule,
House incumbents find it difficult (or impossible, in those
states that have “LBJ Rules”) to run simultaneously for re-
election to the House and for another office, while sena-
tors often have the luxury of seeking the presidency in the
middle of their six-year terms.

A few words about progressive ambition among sena-
tors—and how we coded them—are in order. First, the
most common desired office is governor, which led seven
senators (two Democrats and five Republicans) to leave
the Senate. Second, three senators (two Democrats, one
Republican) left the Senate to seek the presidency dur-
ing this period; five (four Democrats, one Republican)
also departed the Senate to pursue the vice presidency.
Third, we departed from the norm in previous research
on progressive ambition in the House (which has usually
included only elective offices) to include appointment to
cabinet-level offices as well. In all, seven senators (four
Democrats, three Republicans) moved from the Senate
to cabinet posts between the 93rd and 113th Congresses
(two to become Secretary of State, one each to Treasury,
Defense, Interior, Health and Human Services, and attor-
ney general). Fourth, we include Gordon Humphrey
(Republican—New Hampshire) in the list of those pursu-
ing progressive ambition, though he moved from the U.S.
Senate to the New Hampshire state senate. Fifth, we do
not include in our progressive ambition category senators
who decided to pursue other offices after they had departed
the Senate (e.g., Bob Kerrey [Democrat-Nebraska],

10.

11.

12.

Fred Thompson [Republican—Tennessee], Mark Dayton
[Democrat—Minnesota], Jim Webb [Democrat—Virginia]),
nor do we include other former senators who have gone
on to high-profile appointed positions (e.g., David Boren
[Democrat—Oklahoma], George Mitchell [Democrat—
Maine], Max Baucus [Democrat-Montana]) or those
later confirmed to cabinet positions (e.g., Chuck Hagel
[Republican—Nebraska]) after a sizable absence from
the Senate. Finally, in a few cases, progressively ambi-
tious senators actually served briefly in a succeeding
Congress after being elected to another office (e.g., Pete
Wilson [Republican—California] served for four days
in the 102nd Congress after being elected governor). In
those cases, we count them as retiring from their last full
Congress (which is also the last Congress for which we
have their DW-NOMINATE scores to use in our multivari-
ate analyses).

We do not count as retirements those cases in which
defeated senators left the chamber a few days before the
end of the term to give their successors a slight advantage
in terms of seniority. We also do not count as a retirement
John Walsh (Democrat-Montana). Walsh was appointed
in 2014 to finish the final months of Max Baucus’s term,
who had been appointed ambassador to China. He initially
entered the race for re-election but dropped out in August.
Based on previous research, we treat ideology as a mea-
sure of conservatism, not as a measure of ideological con-
gruence within parties. Specifically, following Murakami
(2009) we believe more conservative senators should be
less predisposed on ideological grounds to long careers in
public service and, therefore, more amenable to seeking
early exit from office.

We code majority party status at the end of a Congress,
which takes account for changes in party status over the
course of a Congress, such as happened in the 107th.
Overall, our dataset includes thirty-six appointed senators.
Almost one-third of these retired when a special election
was called to fill the seat or when the appointive term
ended. See Paul Kirk (Democrat-Massachusetts) who filled
the late Edward Kennedy’s (Democrat—-Massachusetts)
seat after his death, Ted Kaufman (Democrat-Delaware)
who replaced Joseph Biden (Democrat-Delaware) after
his ascent to the vice presidency, and Muriel Humphrey
(Democrat-Minnesota) who took the place of her husband,
Hubert Humphrey (Democrat-Minnesota), after his death.
We include this dichotomous variable to account for the pro-
found changes that occurred in the region during the period
of our analysis and the precipitous decline in the number of
Southern Democratic senators, from fifteen (of twenty-two)
at the beginning of our time series to three at the end.

We include these variables out of an over-abundance of
caution. As Jacobson and Kernell (1983, 52) noted in their
analysis of the House, “retirements should be among the
least strategic career decisions” (see additional discussion
on pp. 49-59). Indeed, as can be parsed from the informa-
tion in Table 1, though partisan rates of electoral defeat
show the anticipated negative correlation (—0.26), the
same is not true for retirements. In fact, Republican and
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Democratic retirements over time are actually positively
correlated (0.29). This suggests that Senate retirements are
not substantially driven by strategic considerations of the
electoral landscape.

13. In the case of appointed senators, we use the vote margin
for the party’s candidate in the most recent election.

14. We do not include several variables that Bernstein and
Wolak (2002) included in their model, specifically chairing
“top” committees and subcommittees, serving as a Senate
leader, and level of support for party. We exclude them
because (1) none ever achieved statistical significance and
(2) our view of the more or less egalitarian nature of the
Senate suggests they should not have a sizable influence
on costs and rewards of Senate service.

15. Re-estimating the model using probit and scobit yield
substantively similar results for our variables of primary
interest. We opt not to use hazard model estimators, as
most Senate retirements cluster at the end of a two-year
Congress. Instead, we include (but for purposes of space
do not report) fixed effect dummy variables for each
Congress. We also cluster standard errors by senators to
account for the likely non-independence of individuals’
retirement decisions across time. Also, to test the robust-
ness of our model, we ran the analysis dropping each
Congress in turn, but found that no anomalous year was
disproportionately influencing our results.

16. We drop the appointed senator variable from our analysis
of progressive ambition as no senator in our dataset opted
to pursue higher office while serving in an appointed term.

17. As our primary purpose in this analysis has been to test
for the presence of a partisan effect in Senate retirements,
our focus has been on models including both Democrats
and Republicans. Splitting the sample and examining the
partisans separately, however, reveals some other inter-
esting disparities that may be worthy of future enquiry.
For instance, age appears to affect Republican senators,
but not Democrats in retirement decisions; conversely,
female Democratic senators are less likely to retire than
their male co-partisans, while there is no significant gen-
der effect among Republicans. Legislative experience
and serving in the majority both depress retirements
among Democrats, but appear unrelated to the decisions
of Republicans. Among Republicans, tenure in office
(positively) and being a member of the president’s party
during a midterm cycle (negatively) influence retirement
decisions; in contrast, among Democrats these effects
are muted (in the case of the latter) or absent (in the case
of the former). And, perhaps most importantly, ideol-
ogy is strongly linked to Republican retirements (with
those with higher NOMINATE scores leaving earlier),
but not to the behavior of Democrats. Full tables with
these results by party are not included here for purposes
of space and focus of argument, but are available from
the authors.

Supplemental Materials

Replication data for this article can be found at https://masthay.
com/research/.
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