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In a chamber known for its tradition of extended debate, late night sessions are not unfamiliar to members 

of the U.S. Senate, and March 27, 2015 was no exception.  After roughly 15 hours of back-to-back votes, 

the chamber managed, at 3:19 AM, to adopt the budget resolution for fiscal year 2016, setting the rest of 

that year’s congressional budget process in motion.  Like anyone asked to work until the wee hours of the 

morning, senators complained about the experience, but not just because of the late hour.  The practice of 

concluding consideration of the budget resolution with repeated votes—known colloquially as the “vote-

a-rama”—is used, argued Senator Susan Collins (R-ME), “to simply make the other side cast 

uncomfortable votes.”  “It’s hard,” Collins elaborated, “to say it’s a dignified process worthy of the 

United States Senate, which is supposed to be the world’s most deliberative body” (Barrett 2015).  

Indeed, the 57 amendments voted on during consideration of the budget resolution included proposals 

involving hot-button issues such as gay marriage,1 climate change,2 and the Affordable Care Act.3 

 

The vote-a-rama on the budget resolution is not the only instance in which the Senate holds votes that are 

explicitly designed to force the other side to go on the record and to send signals to audiences outside the 

chamber.  Indeed, we might consider it a case of the broader phenomenon of “message politics,” in which 

members of both parties attempt to use the legislative process not to actually adopt new policies, but 

rather to generate a record that can be used in future electoral campaigns as part of their respective efforts 

to gain or maintain majority control of the chamber.   

 

While it is in the collective interests of the parties to engage in this kind of partisan warfare on the floor 

the Senate, actually executing the strategy requires contributions from individual senators.  Unless party 

leaders want to offer all the messaging amendments themselves, other legislators need to contribute.  In 

addition, individual members may have personal incentives to offer amendments and have votes held on 

them.  Successful amendments, for example, can serve as useful fodder for credit claiming in press 

releases, in campaign ads, and on the campaign trail.   

 

If we consider floor time to be a fixed, scarce resource (Adler and Wilkerson 2012), these goals—partisan 

warfare and individual reputation-building—may be in competition with one another.  Though personal 

electoral success is connected to the collective fate of one’s party (Cox and McCubbins 1993, 2005), 

senators must make choices about how to balance pursuit of their own aims with working towards those 

of the party.  In this paper, I explore this decision process, examining how members’ personal electoral 

                                                      
1 See S. Amdt. 1063, S. Con. Res. 11, 114th Congress. 
2 See S. Amdt. 777, S. Con. Res. 11, 114th Congress. 
3 See S. Amdt. 811, S. Con. Res. 11, 114th Congress. 
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incentives shape the kind of partisan warfare in which they choose to engage.  First, I outline both the 

kinds of messaging that Senate parties should find useful to send through the amendment process and the 

factors that may affect individual senators’ desire to use amendments for their personal electoral gain.  I 

then test a set of expectations about how collective and individual goals should interact using the budget 

resolution, which is considered under special procedures that make it particularly suitable for analyzing 

the interaction of individual incentives and collective goals. 

 

Message Politics in the Senate 

 

Message politics, or efforts to “publicize partisan messages—the issues, themes, and policy symbols that 

legislators believe will generate a positive response” (Evans and Oleszek 2001), are a common feature of 

contemporary legislative politics.  In the Senate specifically, the proliferation of the chamber floor as a 

venue for partisan messaging through the use of tactics such as morning hour speeches, cloture motions, 

unanimous consent agreements, and amendments has been documented empirically (Evans and Oleszek 

2001; Lee 2009, 2016). 

 

The goal of sending these messages is an electoral one.  Each party uses message politics to send signals 

to audiences outside the chamber as they pursue their fundamental goal of obtaining or maintaining 

majority control of the chamber.  Ideally, the message sent will make one’s own party look good in the 

eyes of voters while also portraying one’s partisan opponents in a negative light.  Take, for example, a 

typical messaging amendment described by a congressional staffer in an interview in Lee (2016).  Forcing 

repeated votes on increasing the minimum wage, the aide described, was meant to “‘to put people on the 

record, [and] to embarrass opponents of it’” (145).   These kinds of messaging efforts—often referred to 

as “gotcha” votes (e.g. Bade and Kim 2015; Lesniewski 2015)—can be particularly useful at isolating 

electorally vulnerable members of the other party by forcing them to choose between casting a vote 

popular with their constituents on one hand and voting with their party on the other.  In the minimum 

wage example, this would involve an electorally vulnerable Republican being forced to choose between 

supporting a minimum wage increase (which would play well with swing voters in his or her state) or 

opposing it (which would be in line with the stated position of his or her party and most of his or her co-

partisan senators).  

 

There are, however, other audiences that a party may want to target that may not be receptive to these 

kind of broadly appealing messages.  A party’s base audience—whether it be base voters or core interest 

groups—requires different kinds of signals to bolster their enthusiasm.  These segments of a party’s 
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coalition are like to support them regardless of whether messages targeted at them are sent; the National 

Rifle Association, for example, will not suddenly become allied with Democrats instead of Republicans 

because Republicans did not force enough messaging votes on gun rights.  Engaging in message politics 

targeted at these base constituencies, however, may make them more enthusiastic in their support of their 

partisan allies.  Interest groups rely on the legislative record to inform a wide range of actions they take 

subsequently, including donations, advertising, and endorsements (Skinner 2007).  In the particular case 

of amendments, interest groups may welcome messaging amendments on base issues as material for the 

scorecards they produce to grade legislators on the issues about which they care (Gelman 2015). 

 

There may also be different incentives for message politics, especially as pursued through the amendment 

process, across the two parties.  Often, the ability of members to engage in messaging through the 

amendment process in the Senate is shaped by the ability of the majority leader to restrict which 

amendments are offered and voted on.  (In the House, the amendment process for most bills is dictated by 

the House Rules Committee.)  The majority leader has several tools at his disposal to influence how the 

amending process plays out.   First, he can offer a motion to table an amendment, which, if successful, 

disposes of the amendment without requiring a direct vote on the change to the bill contained therein.  

Because the motion to table is privileged, it cannot be filibustered and thus requires only a simple 

majority to carry (Oleszek, Oleszek, Rybicki, and Heniff 2015).  Previous work identifies several possible 

majority party motivations for using the motion to table, including preventing amendments with which 

the party disagrees (King, Orlando, and Rohde 2016b) and managing limited available floor time (Smith, 

Ostrander, and Pope 2013). 

 

A second significant tool available to the majority leader is what has come to be known as “filling the 

amendment tree.”  Senate precedents grant the majority leader a right of priority recognition on the Senate 

floor, and Senate rules and precedents specify the number and type of amendments permissible on a 

particular pending legislative question.  If the majority leader wishes to prevent his rank-and-file 

colleagues from offering amendments, then, he can seek and obtain recognition and then offer the 

maximum number of amendments permitted on a particular measure.4  At that point, “the amendment 

process is, in effect, frozen—no additional floor amendments may be offered to the measure until action 

is taken to dispose of one or more of the amendments that are already pending” (Davis 2015, p. 2).  

Recent work on the Senate has highlighted the use of this prerogative by the majority leader as a tool to 

influence the legislative process in his party’s favor (e.g. Smith 2014; King, Orlando, and Rohde 2016a).  

                                                      
4 For a thorough summary of how this process works, Oleszek, Oleszek, Rybicki, and Heniff (2015), pp. 291-294.  

For a detailed description of its historical evolution, see Wallner (2016). 
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In addition, data suggests that, after being used for the first time in the 102nd Congress (1991-1992), this 

practice has become more frequent (Wallner 2016).   

 

There is reason to expect, moreover, that the majority leader’s choices about which amendments to permit 

are made with an eye towards building support for the underlying bill.  Work on how party leaders 

structure the amendment process in the House, for example, demonstrates how amendment opportunities 

can be a coalition-building tool: moderate members of the majority party are granted more chances to 

offer amendments in order to ensure they support the legislation at hand (Lynch, Madonna, and Roberts 

2016).  Magleby and Reynolds (2016), meanwhile, find evidence that we observe more amendments in 

the Senate on bills that lack a bipartisan set of cosponsors, suggesting that majority party leaders need to 

create chances for senators to offer amendments as a way to keep their coalition together. 

 

Building support for the underlying bill does not just involve granting senators the opportunity to make 

changes to the measure’s content in order to guarantee their votes for final passage, however.   Often, the 

outcome of amendment negotiations is a unanimous consent agreement (UCA), or a deal among all 

senators about which amendments will be offered, how many votes it will take to adopt them, and how 

long debate will last.  Even if a successful cloture motion, rather than a UCA, is the goal, minority party 

votes are usually necessary in the contemporary era of non-filibuster proof majorities.  Minority party 

senators—even ones who are unlikely to vote for the underlying bill, regardless of what changes are made 

to it—may demand amendment opportunities in exchange for agreeing to let the bill move forward.   

 

Indeed, work by Carson, Madonna, and Owens (2013) that examines an earlier period of amending 

activity in the Senate (1865-1945) suggests that the minority party members offer more amendments, in 

part because the majority party is better at working together to prevent amendments from members with 

extreme preferences.  At the same time, minority party amendments were, however, less likely to succeed, 

especially when offered by extreme members of the minority party.  In addition, Lee (2010) documents an 

increase in the number of amendments offered by members of the minority party since the 1980s, and 

finds elsewhere (Lee 2016) that, in the same time period, minority party members’ amendments have 

been adopted less frequently (even controlling for ideology). Together, these findings indicate that 

minority party members may be using the amendment process to engage in partisan messaging more 

aggressively than members of the minority party. 

 

 

 



5 

 

Who Sends the Messages?  Individual Incentives to Engage in Partisan Warfare 

 

When senators offer amendments on the floor of the Senate, then, they may be participating in message 

politics.  Collective partisan goals are not, however, the only objectives they may be seeking to achieve; 

several individual ends are also at play.  Amendments represent an important way by which legislators 

can engage in personal position-taking (Mayhew 1974), sending signals about their stances to multiple 

audiences, including constituents and interest group allies.  When a senator runs for re-election, he 

requires a record on which to run; put differently, he needs a set of demonstrable actions to which he can 

point in order to make his credit claims credible (Hall 1996).  In pursuit of this record of accomplishment, 

senators, argues Schiller (2000), tend to be particularly active on issues handled by the committees on 

which they sit.  In part, this is driven by the fact that, in certain circumstances, senators secure 

membership on committees that deal with issues important to their constituents (Hall and Grofman 1990); 

a senator from Kansas, for example, would be well-served to gain a seat on the Agriculture Committee in 

order to build a strong record on agriculture issues.  We would anticipate, then, that this pattern would 

include offering more amendments in those policy areas.   

 

Senators’ electoral circumstances may also affect their amendment behavior in several ways.  First, the 

Senate’s staggered, six-year terms mean that in a given year, some senators will have a particular need to 

bolster their reputation, since they will appear on the ballot imminently.  Senators running for re-election, 

then, should be expected to propose more amendments.  Second, senators vary widely in how competitive 

their seats are.  Senators who are expecting a more competitive race in their next election may respond to 

this possibility by working harder to build their personal reputations; evidence suggests, for example, that 

senators who won their last election by a narrow margin co-sponsor more bills in the next session of 

Congress (Harward and Moffett 2010).  

 

Importantly, these individual electoral incentives—that is, to engage in more aggressive position-taking in 

advance of re-election, especially if one expects to be in a competitive race—may shape senators’ 

incentives to engage in the kind of partisan message politics described above.  Individual legislators’ 

electoral fate is tied to the reputation of their party (Cox and McCubbins 1993, 2005), but their personal 

electoral circumstances affect the kind of effort they are likely to put into the cause of collective 

reputation-building.  Because they likely need to attract some independent and/or crossover voters, 

senators from vulnerable seats may find the “gotcha” form of message politics particularly appealing.  A 

Democratic senator in a swing state, for example, may find that offering an amendment to close the gun 

show loophole attractive because it makes him (and his party) seem reasonable to swing constituents 
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while also forcing some moderate Republicans to make the difficult choice of whether to go on record for 

or against the issue. 

 

Senators from safe seats, meanwhile, get fewer personal dividends from this kind of amendment.  If 

anything, their constituents may prefer substantially more extreme amendments, such as, in the gun 

control case, an amendment banning the sale of certain types of assault weapons.  We would expect these 

legislators, then, to engage in the kind of “base” messaging politics described above and use the 

amendment process to send signals to base voters and to interest groups central to the party’s coalition.   

 

In both cases, moreover, senators who are up for re-election should be especially sensitive to these 

dynamics.  For vulnerable senators, “gotcha” message politics are useful fodder for campaign 

advertisements highlighting all of the reasonable, popular positions the legislator has taken recently.  For 

safe senators, meanwhile, maintaining favorable relationships with interest groups—especially ones that 

translate into higher campaign contributions—is more important when the member is in cycle.  In some 

circumstances, moreover, aggressive messaging to the base can help a senator avoid a primary challenge 

from the extremes of his party by reminding base voters that he or she is “one of them.” 

 

The Special Case of the Budget Resolution 

 

Amendments, then, represent a key mechanism by which parties can accomplish their messaging goals 

and individual senators can work toward their individual aims, often in interaction with one another.  As 

discussed above, however, the pursuit of these goals at either level is not unrestricted.  The ability of the 

Senate Majority Leader to structure the amendment process means that the amendments we observe both 

formally proposed on the floor and actually voted on are the result of a series of strategic decisions.  From 

the parties’ perspectives, the negotiations that produce the amendments we see on the floor are guided by 

the desire to produce messaging opportunities.  Thus, it is difficult to draw inferences about which 

senators choose to engage in partisan warfare from a set of amendments that has been censored in favor of 

opportunities to participate in that kind of behavior. 

 

The budget resolution, however, is considered under a special set of procedures that restrict the majority 

leader’s ability to limit the amendment opportunities of his colleagues.  Overall debate on the budget 

resolution, which sets aggregate levels of spending and revenue for each fiscal year, is capped at 50 hours, 
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preventing a filibuster of the measure.5  Because “debate” is not equivalent to “consideration,” however, 

senators may continue offering amendments once the 50 hours has expired.  By convention, these 

subsequent amendments are considered with 30 seconds of debate from each side, followed by a ten-

minute vote (Lynch, Madonna, and Surminsky 2016).  This practice of calling up amendments and 

dispensing of them back-to-back, one after another, is colloquially known as the “vote-a-rama” 

(Hennessey 2010).  As we see in Figure 1 below, the vote-a-rama has become an increasingly large part 

of consideration of the budget resolution over the past 22 years. 

 

Figure 1: Length of Vote-a-Rama, FY1994-FY2016 

 

 

 

The budget resolution also has a second advantage for an exploration of how individual incentives shape 

decisions to engage in partisan warfare.  Lee (2016) identifies “not expected to become law” (143) as a 

key component of message politics, in part because if the issue at hand were to become law, it would lose 

its value as a tool of electoral mobilization.  In the broader legislative process, the assessment of whether 

or not something is likely to become law is based on the judgements of the actors involved.  A 

                                                      
5 For more on this and other provisions limiting debate in the Senate, see Reynolds (2015). 
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background check amendment, for example, may be judged as “message politics” at one point in time and 

as a viable policy alternative at another.  The budget resolution, however, provides us with a set of 

symbolic amendments whose central purpose we can assume to be messaging, whether at the individual 

or collective partisan level.  These symbolic amendments fall into two categories: those establishing a 

“deficit neutral reserve fund” (DNRF) or those stating the “sense of the Senate” (SotS) on a particular 

matter. 

 

Deficit neutral reserve funds first emerged as part of the budget process during the consideration of the 

fiscal year 1984 budget resolution, with the first amendment to create one offered in 1989.6  A reserve 

fund provides for flexibility in the budget process by allowing for future adjustments to the overall 

budgetary aggregates set forth by the budget resolution.  These changes are permitted, however, if and 

only if some other specified action is taken.   Usually, this required action is some piece of deficit-neutral 

legislation, as we can see in the following reserve fund language taken from the fiscal year 2016 budget 

resolution:  

 

DEFICIT-NEUTRAL RESERVE FUND FOR IMPROVING ACCESS TO THE STATE 

CHILDREN'S HEALTH INSURANCE PROGRAM. 

The Chairman of the Committee on the Budget of the Senate may revise the allocations of a 

committee or committees, aggregates, and other appropriate levels in this resolution for one or 

more bills, joint resolutions, amendments, amendments between the Houses, motions, or 

conference reports relating to improving access to affordable health care for low-income children, 

including the State Children’s Health Insurance Program, by the amounts provided in such 

legislation for that purpose, provided that such legislation would not increase the deficit over 

either the period of the total of fiscal years 2016 through 2020 or the period of the total of fiscal 

years 2016 through 2025.7 

 

While reserve funds have a technical purpose,8 they have largely come to be seen as symbolic measures, 

providing opportunities for senators to signal that action in a particular policy area is important to them 

                                                      
6 For a thorough discussion of the early history of DNRFs, see “Informed Budgeteer: Are Reserve Funds Used as 

Intended?  S. 1: A Case Study,” Budget Bulletin, Senate Budget Committee Republican Staff, 108th Congress, 1st 

Session, No. 14, 15 July 2003. 
7 See §4304, S. Con. Res. 11, 114th Congress. 
8 Section 302(f) of the Budget Act prevents the consideration of any legislation that would exceed either the 

aggregate spending levels or the specific limits on budget authority and outlays as set when the aggregate levels are 

allocated to committees.  If the Senate wants to consider a bill that would violate this framework, senators have 

several options.  First, the measure’s proponents could just bring the measure to the floor, cross their fingers, and 

hope no senator raises a point of order.  Second, the bill’s supporters could build a 60-vote coalition to waive the 

point of order.  Their third option—creating a reserve fund in the budget resolution—is attractive for its combination 

of certainty and flexibility.   
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(Matthews 2013) allowing “members of Congress to be for a politically popular program or activity 

without addressing how to fund the activity” (Rivlin and Domenici 2015).9 

 

Sense of the Senate amendments, meanwhile, allow senators to express, formally, their opinions about 

various issues (Davis 2016).  While senators have been discouraged from offering these kinds of 

amendments to the budget resolution since 2000,10 they continue to do so.  During consideration of the 

fiscal year 2014 budget resolution, for example, Senator Marco Rubio (R-FL) offered an amendment 

(adopted by unanimous consent) expressing the “sense of the Senate on underutilized facilities of the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration and their potential use.”11   

 

The budget resolution, then, provides us with a set of symbolic amendments, uncensored by the Majority 

Leader.  There is reason to believe, furthermore, that the special status of the budget resolution may make 

it a difficult test of our claims in the contemporary Senate.  Consideration of the budget resolution does 

not operate in isolation from the rest of the legislative process.  As documented by Wallner (2016) and 

Madonna and Kosar (2015), a smaller share of amendments filed by senators are actually receiving 

consideration on the Senate floor in recent years.  There is also evidence, moreover, that the Senate is 

taking up fewer major, substantive bills that would provide fertile ground for a broad range of 

amendments.  The share of salient legislative issues on which Congress is gridlocked, for example, has 

increased over time (Binder 2014).  Opportunities to achieve various goals through the amendment 

process, then, may be reduced not only because the majority party leadership limits opportunities on the 

bills that are considered, but also because the Senate is simply deliberating over fewer pieces of 

legislation. 

 

Importantly, as senators’ ability to offer amendments on other bills becomes more limited, we should 

expect them to respond by offering more amendments aimed at individual goals in rarer chances they are 

given to do so.  The logic here is one of simply supply and demand: senators demand opportunities to 

offer amendments that advance their aims, and the majority leader, through his ability to influence the 

amendment process, can impact the supply of amendments.  If senators are utilizing the budget resolution 

                                                      
9 Some argue that, if deployed by the majority party in certain, complicated ways, reserve funds could be used to 

circumvent a filibuster on the underlying, covered legislation (Strong 2013).  The parliamentary plausibility of such 

a maneuver remains in dispute (Kessler 2013; Hoagland and Bell 2013). 
10 The fiscal year 2001 budget resolution stipulated that amendments “containing precatory language,” including 

“sense of the Senate” provisions, would be considered non-germane and thus vulnerable to a point of order.  While 

the enforceability of this definition is ambiguous (Soltis 2009), senators have successfully challenged sense of the 

Senate amendments on grounds that they violate the germaneness requirement for amendments to the budget 

resolution.  See, for example, 159 Congressional Record 43, 22 March 2013, p. S2281. 
11 See S. Amdt. 623 to S. Con. Res 8, 113th Congress, 1st session. 
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more to pursue their individual goals because they cannot do so elsewhere, that may lessen their desire to 

engage in collective partisan warfare. 

 

Data 

 

To explore how individual incentives shape senators’ desire to engage in partisan warfare, I collected data 

on each of the 1,917 symbolic amendments offered to the budget resolution between fiscal years 1992 and 

2016; of these, 584 were Sense of the Senate provisions and 1,333 were Deficit Neutral Reserve Funds.12  

Of these filed amendments, roughly 40 percent (803) were actually disposed of on the floor, with 

approximately equal numbers being proposed by members of the majority and minority parties.   

 

The account offered above of how senators may pursue both collective and individual aims through the 

amendment process suggests we should observe systematic differences across both how many 

amendments are offered, and how those amendments that are offered are disposed of; I take up each of 

these expectations in two separate models.  For the former, I tabulate the number of symbolic 

amendments that each senator proposed on the floor in each year the Senate considered a budget 

resolution.13  I focus on amendments actually offered on the floor, rather than those filed, because 

achieving any personal or collective goals requires a demonstrable record that can be cited, such as a roll 

call vote or brief floor speech, that is not present for amendments merely filed at the desk. 

 

If senators are pursuing individual goals through the amendment process, we should observe more 

amendments proposed by senators up for re-election and by senators in vulnerable seats.  The former is 

measured with an indicator variable of whether the member’s seat is up in the next election, while the 

latter is measured using the share of the two-party vote that the presidential candidate of the senator’s 

party received in the last presidential election.  A safer Senate seat, then, corresponds to a state where the 

sitting senator’s party did well in the last presidential contest, while a vulnerable Senate seat is one where 

the incumbent’s party ran poorly.  To capture the possibility of partisan warfare at the proposal level, I 

use an indicator variable for minority party status, since we expect that minority party senators may find 

amendments to be a particularly attractive way to get their message across. 

                                                      
12 I limit my analysis to this period, the 102nd Congress to the present, to focus on the era in which the Senate 

Majority Leader has been limiting amendment opportunities in other parts of the budget process by filling the 

amendment tree. 
13 In the period under study here, the Senate failed to consider a budget resolution 5 times, in fiscal years 2003, 

2011, 2012, 2013, and 2015. 
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To explore what happens to the symbolic amendments that senators offer, I focus on the subset of 

amendments that received recorded votes, determining the number of opposite party votes each one 

received.  We would expect that the kind of “base” messaging votes described above would receive few 

opposite party votes, while “gotcha” amendments are designed to potentially attract the support of some 

members of the other party.  To test our expectations about whether electoral incentives shape the kind of 

messages senators try to send, I again utilize the re-election and electoral vulnerability measures.  I also 

interact the two variables, under the logic that a senator up for re-election should be particularly likely to 

send the type of partisan messages—whether it be “base” or “gotcha” signals—that could also pay 

dividends in their personal re-election efforts.   

 

In addition, while we do not have strong expectations about which kind of messages minority party 

members are more likely to send, we do expect that they will engage in more signaling than majority 

party members; thus, I control for the sponsor’s majority status.  Finally, because we think that senators 

may be pursuing personal reputational goals through the amendment process as well, I include a control 

for whether the sponsor of the amendment sits on a committee that handles the issue with which the 

amendment deals.14  If senators are seeking to bolster their individual brands by offering amendments, we 

should see them offer more on the issues on which they are already active.  Unlike collective party 

messaging, laying the groundwork for future credit claims requires successful amendments; a campaign 

ad that touts having offered a failed amendment is less persuasive than one that highlights a successful 

proposal.  As a result, if senators are using amendments to the budget resolution to build personal 

reputations, we should see amendments that deal with an issue important to the senator receive more 

opposite party votes. 

 

Because evidence suggests that partisan warfare has been increasing over time (e.g. Lee 2016), for each 

analysis, I examine both the full time series (1991-2015, or fiscal years 1992 through 2016) as well as two 

split samples: one prior to Democrats’ re-taking control of the Senate in 2007 (FY 2008) and one after.  If 

the prevalence of messaging is increasing, we would expect to see different results across the two time 

periods. 

                                                      
14 There are a wide range of ways to map policy areas to committees.  Here, I utilize Adler and Wilkerson’s 

Congressional Bills Project, which codes each bill introduced in Congress by its policy content (according to the 

scheme developed by Baumgartner and Jones’s Policy Agendas Project) and the committee to which it was referred.  

To determine if a committee handled bills in a particular topic area, I conducted a series of bivariate logistic 

regressions for each congress.  On the left hand side was a dummy variable indicating whether a given bill was in a 

given topic area.  On the right hand side was a dummy variable indicating whether a given bill was referred to a 

particular committee.  If the relationship was positive and statistically significant at p=0.10 for a congress, I 

considered that committee to handle that issue in that congress. 
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Results 

 

Table 1 below displays the results of the analysis of proposal behavior.  Because the dependent variable is 

a count of amendments (ranging from 0 to 9), I use a negative binomial regression with standard errors 

clustered by senator. 

 

Table 1: Effect of Individual and Partisan Incentives on Number of Amendments Proposed, 1991-

2015 

  (1) (2) (3) 

  Proposals Proposals, 1991-2006 Proposals, 2007-2015 

Up for Re-Election 0.348*** 0.487*** 0.145 

 (0.107) (0.128) (0.165) 

Minority Sponsor 0.165* 0.300** 0.045 

 (0.099) (0.139) (0.173) 

Electoral Safety 1.143 -1.231 1.346 

 (0.818) (0.969) (1.065) 

Constant -1.709*** -0.934* -1.072* 

 (0.431) (0.514) (0.580) 

    

Observations 1,999 1,500 499 

Standard errors clustered by senator in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 
 

In column (1), which uses the full 1991-2015 time series, we see two expected relationships.  First, 

senators who are up for re-election propose more symbolic amendments to the budget resolution.  This is 

consistent with the notion that legislators are using amendments to generate credit claiming opportunities 

at the time when they need them the most.  The size of this effect is relatively small, with senators up for 

re-election offering approximately 0.15 more amendments than their peers not on the ballot.  Second, we 

see the anticipated effect of minority party membership on the number of amendments proposed, with 

senators in the minority party offering more amendments.  Like the relationship between re-election and 

proposal behavior, the average difference in number of amendments offered by minority and majority 

party members is small—only 0.07 amendments.  Finally, we cannot reject the null hypothesis of no 

relationship between electoral security and proposal behavior. 
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Column (2), meanwhile, displays the results of the analysis for the 1991-2006 period.  Here, we see 

similar results as in the full time series: senators up for re-election and minority party senators offer more 

symbolic amendments, while there is no evidence of a relationship between electoral security and number 

of proposals.  The size of the re-election effect is roughly the same as in the full time series (0.15 more 

amendments by senators on the ballot), while the magnitude of the relationship between minority party 

membership and proposals is slightly larger (0.08 more amendments). 

 

Notably, in column (3), we are unable to reject the null hypothesis in the 2007-2015 period for any of the 

factors that suggest strategic proposal behavior by senators, either at the individual or collective partisan 

level.  While we cannot draw clear conclusions from null results, one possible explanation for them rests 

with the trend, described above, towards fewer amendment opportunities in the legislative process more 

generally.  If the Majority Leader fills the tree more frequently, and the only amendments are permitted 

are those that are the product of complex, off-the-floor negotiations, senators of all stripes may find 

themselves turning to the less restrictive environment of the budget resolution to try and accomplish their 

goals. 

 

The proposal-level analysis, then, provides mixed support for our expectations regarding which members 

should propose more amendments.  In Table 2, we see the results of a second analysis, focusing on how 

many votes from members of the other party each symbolic amendment attracts.  The amendments 

examined in this analysis are a subset of those explored in the analysis displayed in Table 1; 

approximately 26 percent of all proposed amendments receive recorded votes on the floor.15  Because the 

number of opposite party votes received by symbolic amendments ranges from 0 to 55, the estimation in 

Table 2 is carried out by OLS, with standard errors clustered by year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
15 Approximately 58 percent are handled through voice vote or under unanimous consent, and approximately 16 

percent are either withdrawn or ruled out of order. 
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Table 2: Effect of Individual and Partisan Incentives on Number of Opposite Party Votes Received, 

1991-2015 

 

  (1) (2) (3) 

  Opposite Party Votes 

Opposite Party 

Votes, 1991-2006 

Opposite Party 

Votes, 2007-2015 

Up for Re-Election -0.605 -23.440 38.684** 

 (22.307) (25.711) (9.482) 

Minority Sponsor -6.156* -8.628 -1.590 

 (3.471) (5.738) (2.195) 

Electoral Safety -48.409** -34.991 -17.187 

 (19.094) (28.126) (13.434) 

Re-Election*Electoral Security 10.742 57.297 -63.391** 

 (37.873) (44.421) (17.123) 

Committee Membership 3.830 3.644 9.467*** 

 (2.438) (4.344) (0.922) 

Constant 44.152*** 42.356** 16.243* 

 (11.904) (16.365) (7.390) 

    

Observations 209 114 95 

R-squared 0.092 0.065 0.138 

Standard errors clustered by year in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

Let us first examine the results for the full time series, which appear in Column (1).  We see that, over the 

full 1991-2015 period, amendments sponsored by minority party members received fewer votes from 

members of the opposite (majority) party.  On average, an amendment sponsored by a majority party 

senator received 22 votes from members of the minority party, while an amendment proposed by a 

senator from the minority party receives 14 votes from legislators in the majority party.  If we think that 

receiving fewer opposite party votes is an indicator of “base” messaging votes rather than “gotcha” ones, 

this would suggest that minority party members do more of the former than the latter. 

 

Column (1) also indicates that safer senators’ amendments received fewer opposite party votes than their 

vulnerable colleagues; this is consistent with our expectation that members who are concerned about their 

re-election chances will offer more amendments that attract support from opposite party members than 

their peers who are not worried about their electoral fortunes.  Holding other variables at their means, an 

amendment offered by a senator whose party received 45 percent of the vote in his or her state in the last 

presidential election (approximately one standard deviation below the mean for electoral safety) will 
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receive approximately 22 votes from members of the other party.  For a senator whose party received 63 

percent of the vote (roughly one standard deviation above the mean), the predicted number of votes is 

14.16 

 

In addition, there is no indication in Column (1) that amendments offered by senators who are up for re-

election are handled differently than those proposed by their peers who will not appear on the ballot 

imminently.  This is not surprising.  According to the logic outlined above, a senator who is running for 

re-election from a safe seat and a colleague running from a vulnerable one have exactly opposite 

incentives in terms of partisan messaging and thus garnering opposite party votes.  If these senators were 

engaging in partisan messaging in advance of their re-election campaigns, some would be pursuing 

opposite party votes while others would be actively rejecting them, suggesting that the effects might 

cancel each other out.   

 

More interesting, then, is the absence of evidence of an interactive effect in the full time series; there, we 

cannot conclude that the relationship between electoral security and the number of opposite party votes an 

amendment receives varies with the re-election status of the sponsor.  Across the full period, then, we see 

some indication of partisan messaging in response to individual incentives, with safer members offering 

“base” amendments and vulnerable members offering potential “gotcha” amendments.  We do not, 

however, observe evidence of the stronger version of the expected relationship between individual 

incentives and collective goals. 

 

A comparison between Columns (2) and (3) suggests that, to the extent we see evidence of individual 

senators responding to personal incentives in partisan messaging, it is driven by behavior since 2007.  In 

Column (2), we cannot reject the null hypothesis that amendments offered by senators in vulnerable seats 

receive the same number of opposite party votes as other amendments.  In addition, the interaction term is 

not statistically significant; there is no evidence the marginal effect of electoral security is different for 

senators up for re-election versus those not running in the next election. 

 

In Column (3), which contains the results for 2007-2015, however, we do see evidence of the stronger 

relationship individual electoral incentives and partisan messaging described above.  As in the full time 

series, amendments offered by senators in safe seats receive fewer opposite party votes than those 

proposed by their electorally vulnerable peers.  Here, holding other variables at their means, an 

                                                      
16 A Wald test of whether these predictions are equal carries a p-value of p=0.03. 
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amendment offered by a “vulnerable” senator from a state where his party’s presidential candidate 

received 49 percent of the vote (one standard deviation below the mean) receives a predicted 14 opposite 

party votes.  An amendment proposed by a “safe” senator whose party’s candidate got 65 percent of the 

vote (one standard deviation above the mean), meanwhile, garners a predicted 8 votes from members of 

the other party.  In addition, once the interaction with electoral security is accounted for, the average 

marginal effect of re-election alone is not statistically significant (p=0.193), which is consistent with the 

notion that the behavior of safe and vulnerable senators running in the next election may be canceling 

each other out in the aggregate. 

 

Unlike in the full time series, however, in the more recent period, we do observe a statistically significant 

interactive effect of re-election status and electoral security.  Figure 2 depicts this effect graphically, with 

various values of electoral security on the x-axis, ranging in the observed data from 36 percent of the vote 

for the presidential candidate of the senator’s party at a minimum to 75 percent at a maximum.17  The 

average marginal effect of re-election at each of those values appears on the y-axis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
17 The minimum value here corresponds to North Dakota’s two Democratic senators in the four fiscal years 

following the 2004 presidential election, while the maximum value is associated with Utah’s two Republican 

senators in the four fiscal years following the 2012 presidential election. 
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Figure 2: Average Marginal Effect of Re-Election by Electoral Security, 2007-2015 

 

We see, as expected, that when a vulnerable senator is up for re-election, the amendments he or she offers 

receive more opposite party votes than when he or she is not running.  At the same time, when a safe 

senator is on the ballot, his or her amendments receive less support from members of the other party.  

Notably, the negative relationship here appears to be driven mainly by vulnerable members offering 

“gotcha” votes, rather than by safe senators offering “base” messaging amendments.  An amendment 

offered by a typical “vulnerable” senator (that is, one at one standard deviation below the mean for 

electoral security) when he is up for re-election gets eight more votes than when he or she is not running; 

a Wald test on whether the predicted values are equal carries a p-value of p=0.02.  For the average “safe” 

member (a legislator whose party’s presidential candidate performed at one standard deviation above the 

mean), however, there is no statistically significant difference between the predicted number of opposite 

party votes when the sponsor is up for re-election versus not.  For only very safe members (i.e., those for 

whom their party’s presidential candidate got more than roughly 71 percent of the vote) is there a 

statistically significant and negative difference across re-election status.   
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The finding that vulnerable members offer more “gotcha” amendments when they are up for re-election in 

the current period is particularly interesting when taken in conjunction with the result from the full time 

series indicating that minority party senators appear to offer more “base” messaging amendments (i.e., 

ones that receive fewer opposite party votes) than members of the majority party.  Minority sponsorship is 

not, however, a statistically significant predictor of opposite party votes after 2007.  Thus, we are unable 

to conclude that, in recent years, the kind of partisan messaging in which senators engage in varies across 

parties, even if does appear to be affected by re-election status.   

 

A final notable result from the 2007-2015 period involves the role of committee membership.  On 

average, amendments offered by senators who serve on a committee that handles the issue with which the 

amendment deals receive roughly 9 additional opposite party votes.  We did not observe this effect in 

either the full time series or the first period.  This is consistent with the notion that if committee members 

are using amendments to bolster their personal reputations through action on issues on which they are 

active, they are more likely to offer amendments that will receive broad enough support to be adopted.  

The fact that we see this relationship in the more recent period, moreover, follows from our discussion of 

the declining supply of amendment opportunities in the Senate overall.  If committee members do not 

have the chance to build their personal reputation elsewhere in the legislative process, they, too, will rely 

on the same freer environment of the budget resolution that makes it a useful case for testing our 

expectations about the relationship between individual and partisan incentives. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The budget resolution—a measure that, as a concurrent resolution, is never actually signed into law—may 

seem like an arcane battlefield for the partisan politics that characterizes the contemporary U.S. Congress.  

The records that it generates, however, can and do become fodder for future campaigns; a vote to an 

amendment on the fiscal year 2016 budget resolution regarding Pell Grants, for example, was at the center 

of a testy exchange in a recent debate between Senator Kelly Ayotte (R-NH) and her Democratic 

opponent, Governor Maggie Hassan (Ramer 2016).  Hassan accused Ayotte of having voted to cut the 

program, to which Ayotte replied “Let me be clear.  Read the resolution…the Governor has not read 

it…you can read it yourself.  This is a false attack. I want voters to read the bill.”18   

 

                                                      
18 Transcript, New Hampshire Senate Debate, October 27, 2016 <https://www.c-span.org/video/?417411-1/new-

hampshire-senate-debate>. 
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Senator Ayotte’s experience is just one example of how a vote on an amendment—in this case, to the 

budget resolution—can have future political consequences.  Previous work has suggested that 

amendments represent a key component of “message politics” in the contemporary Senate, providing 

opportunities for the parties to send signals to audiences outside the chamber about their positions on 

issues.  In some cases, we would expect these messages to be aimed at drawing distinctions between the 

parties, making one’s own party look good while portraying one’s partisan opponents in a negative light.  

In other situations, however, the most useful signals are ones sent to a party’s allies, aimed at reminding 

them of their commitment to shared priorities and generating a record of positions useful to interest 

groups.  Because individual senators’ electoral fates are connected to the broader fortunes of their parties, 

it is the interest of legislators to have these kind of messages sent.  What is less clear, however, is how 

individual members choose to contribute actively to the process of generating partisan signals.  Their own 

electoral fortunes are connected to those of their party, but also have distinct elements. 

 

Here, I begin to answer this question of which senators engage in what kind of message politics on the 

Senate floor.  Across two analyses that leverage the particular procedural status of the budget resolution 

to provide an uncensored sample of messaging amendments, we find that senators’ amendment behavior 

does appear to be the result of a combination of their individual and collective incentives.  Members who 

are up for re-election and who belong to the minority party propose more symbolic amendments; we 

would consider the former an individual motivation and the latter a collective partisan one.  Notably, this 

relationship is not present in the most recent period, perhaps due to changes in the overall supply of 

amendment opportunities.  In terms of the kinds of messages senators choose to send, we observe that 

senators from safe seats engage in more “base” messaging that their colleagues in vulnerable seats, 

though this relationship is driven by behavior since 2007.  In addition, since 2007, senators concerned 

about their re-election chances have engaged in more “gotcha” amendment behavior than similarly 

situated colleagues who are not in cycle. 

 

In a Senate that is often appears dominated by message politics—one staffer interviewed by Lee (2016) 

estimated the share of Senate floor time spent on such issues between January and the summer of 2012 at 

90 to 100 percent—it can be easy to forget that achieving partisan goals requires the contributions of 

individual members.  Here, we see that legislators choose to pursue collective ends that benefit their 

parties, even in situations where party leaders lack some of their regular tools to encourage that kind of 

messaging behavior.  In a chamber likely to be characterized by narrow majorities and frequent changes 

of partisan control in the short term, senators’ incentives to engage actively in shared reputation building 

are not likely to decrease, suggesting “gotcha” amendments will be with us for the foreseeable future. 



20 

 

References 

 

Adler, E. Scott, and John Wilkerson.  Congress and the Politics of Problem-Solving.  New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2012. 

 

Bade, Rachael, and Seung Min Kim.  “Parties Play Post ‘Vote-a-Rama’ Gotcha Game.”  Politico 4 April 

2015. 

 

Barrett, Ted.  “Vote-a-Rama Mania Hits the Senate.”  CNN Politics 26 March 2015 

<http://www.cnn.com/2015/03/26/politics/senate-gop-budget-vote-a-rama/>. 

 

Binder, Sarah.  “Polarized We Govern?”  Center for Effective Public Management at Brookings May 

2014 <https://www.brookings.edu/wp-

content/uploads/2016/06/BrookingsCEPM_Polarized_figReplacedTextRevTableRev.pdf>. 

 

Carson, Jamie L., Anthony Madonna, and Mark E. Owens.  “Partisan Efficiency in an Open-Rule Setting: 

The Amending Process in the U.S. Senate, 1865-1945.”  Congress and the Presidency 40.2 (May 

2013: 105-128. 

 

Cox, Gary W., and Mathew D. McCubbins.  Legislative Leviathan: Party Government in the House.  

New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993. 

 

Cox, Gary W., and Mathew D. McCubbins.  Setting the Agenda: Responsible Party Government in the 

U.S. House of Representatives.  New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005. 

 

Davis, Christopher M.  “Instances in Which Opportunities for Floor Amendments Were Limited by the 

Senate Majority Leader or His Designee Filling or Partially Filling the Amendment Tree: 1985-

2015.”  Congressional Research Service Memorandum 29 July 2015. 

 

Davis, Christopher M.  “‘Sense of’ Resolutions and Provisions.”  Congressional Research Service 16 

May 2016. 

 



21 

 

DeSilver, Drew.  “Congress’ Productivity Improves Somewhat in 2015.”  Pew Research Center 29 

December 2015 <http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/29/congress-productivity-improves-

somewhat-in-2015/>. 

 

Evans, C. Lawrence, and Walter Oleszek.  “Message Politics and Senate Procedure,” in The Contentious 

Senate: Partisanship, Ideology, and the Myth of Cool Judgment, eds. Colton C. Campbell and Nicol 

Rae, Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2001, pp. 107-127. 

 

Gelman, Jeremy.  “Why Bills Fail: Electioneering with the Legislative Agenda.”  PhD Dissertation, 

University of Michigan, 2015. 

 

Hall, Richard L.  Participation in Congress.  New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996. 

 

Hall, Richard L., and Bernard Grofman.  “The Committee Assignment Process and the Conditional 

Nature of Committee Bias.”  American Political Science Review 84.4 (December 1990): 1148-1166. 

Harward, Brian M., and Kenneth W. Moffett.  “The Calculus of Cosponsorship in the U.S. Senate.”  

Legislative Studies Quarterly 35.1 (February 2010): 117-143. 

 

Hennessey, Keith.  “What is the Vote-a-Rama?” 25 March 2010 

<http://keithhennessey.com/2010/03/25/vote-a-rama/>. 

 

Hoagland, G. William, and Steve Bell.  “Budget Agreement Does Not Prevent Senate Minority from 

Blocking Tax Increases.”  Bipartisan Policy Center 12 December 2013 

<http://bipartisanpolicy.org/blog/budget-agreement-does-not-prevent-senate-minority-blocking-tax-

increases/>. 

 

Kessler, Glenn.  “Mitch McConnell’s Claim that the Democrats Plan a $1.5 trillion Tax Hike.”  

Washington Post 15 March 2013. 

 

King, Aaron S., Frank J. Orlando, and David Rohde.  “A Good Leader Never Blames His Tools: The 

Evolving Majority-Party Toolkit in the U.S. Senate.”  In Jacob R. Straus and Matthew E. Glassman, 

eds., Party and Procedure in the United States Congress, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2016), 153-172. 



22 

 

 

King, Aaron S., Frank J. Orlando, and David Rohde.  “Setting the Table: Majority Party Effects in the 

United States Senate.”  Congress & the Presidency 43.1 (2016b): 55-81. 

Lee, Frances E. Beyond Ideology: Politics, Principles, and Partisanship in the U.S. Senate. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2009. 

 

Lee, Frances E.  Insecure Majorities: Congress and the Perpetual Campaign.  University of Chicago 

Press, 2016. 

 

Lee, Frances.  “Two-Party Competition and Senate Politics: The Permanent Campaign on the Floor of the 

U.S. Senate.”  Working Paper, 2010. 

 

Lesniewski, Niels.  “Start Preparing Now for the Budget Vote-a-Rama.”  Roll Call 17 March 2015. 

 

Lynch, Michael S., Anthony J. Madonna, and Jason M. Roberts.  “The Cost of Majority-Party Bias: 

Amending Activity Under Structured Rules.”  Legislative Studies Quarterly 41.3 (August 2016): 633-

655. 

 

Lynch, Michael S., Anthony J. Madonna, and Rachel Surminsky.  “Irregular Order: Examining the 

Changing Congressional Amending Process.”  In Jacob R. Straus and Matthew E. Glassman, eds., 

Party and Procedure in the United States Congress, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 

2016), pp. 215-234. 

 

Madonna, Anthony J., and Kevin Kosar.  “Could the Modern Senate Manage an Open-Amendment 

Process?”  R Street Policy Study, No. 42, October 2015 <http://www.rstreet.org/wp-

content/uploads/2015/10/RSTREET42.pdf>.  

 

Magleby, Daniel, and Molly E. Reynolds.  “Putting the Brakes on Greased Wheels: The Politics of Weak 

Obstruction in the U.S. Senate.”  Working paper, August 2016. 

 

Matthews, Dylan.  “Senators Are Proposing Hundreds of ‘Deficit-Neutral Reserve Funds.’ What Gives?,” 

Washington Post’s Wonkblog 22 March 2013 



23 

 

<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2013/03/22/senators-are-proposing-hundreds-of-

deficit-neutral-reserve-funds-what-gives/>. 

 

Mayhew, David R.  Congress: The Electoral Connection.  New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1974. 

Oleszek, Walter J., Mark J. Oleszek, Elizabeth Rybicki, and Bill Heniff Jr.  Congressional Procedures 

and the Policy Process, 10th ed. (Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2016). 

 

Ramer, Holly.  “Tone Sharpens in Latest Senate Debate Between Ayotte, Hassan.”  Associated Press 27 

October 2016. 

 

Rivlin, Alice, and Pete Domenici.  “Proposal for Improving the Congressional Budget Process.”  

Bipartisan Policy Center July 2015 <http://bipartisanpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/BPC-

Congressional-Budget-Process.pdf>. 

Schiller, Wendy J. Partners and Rivals: Representation in U.S. Senate Delegations. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 2000. 

 

Skinner, Richard. More Than Money: Interest Group Action in Congressional Elections. Lanham, 

Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007. 

 

Strong, Jonathan.  “The Great Deficit-Neutral Reserve Fund Debate of 2013.”  National Review’s The 

Corner 13 December 2013 <http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/366312/great-deficit-neutral-

reserve-fund-debate-2013-jonathan-strong>. 

 

Smith, Steven S.  The Senate Syndrome: The Evolution of Procedural Warfare in the Modern U.S. Senate.  

Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2014. 

 

Smith, Steven S., Ian Ostrander, and Christopher M. Pope.  “Majority Party Power and Procedural 

Motions in the U.S. Senate.”  Legislative Studies Quarterly 38.2 (May 2013): 205-236. 

 

Soltis, Momoko.  “Congressional Budget Resolutions: Consideration and Amending in the Senate.”  

Congressional Research Service 23 June 2009. 



24 

 

Wallner, James I.  "Unprecedented: Informal Rules and Leader Power in the United States Senate."  Paper 

prepared for presentation at the Congress and History Conference, Carl Albert Center, University of 

Oklahoma, June 16-17, 2016. 

 


