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The Choice to Be a Disadvantaged-Group Advocate
in the US Senate

This chapter examines what leads someone to cultivate a reputation as
an advocate for the disadvantaged in the US Senate. In particular, it will
investigate how certain institutional differences between the House of
Representatives and the Senate can affect how members make repre-
sentational choices. Compared to members of the House, senators have
considerably more individual power, and do not face the same pres-
sures to specialize. Senators serve on more committees, are markedly
less restrained in their ability to speak on the floor, and are more likely
to be a pivotal vote on any given piece of legislation. This expectation
that senators will be involved in a broader range of issues allows for
considerably more flexibility when crafting their legislative reputa-
tions, and makes it less likely that they will solely prioritize advocating
for any one particular group. Chapter 3 demonstrated this difference in
the incidence of senators with a reputation for primary or secondary
advocacy on behalf of disadvantaged groups relative to members of the
House in Figure 3.7.

However, it is important to bear in mind that while this increased
pressure on senators to diversify their representative activities may make
them less likely to craft reputations as primary or secondary advocates for
the disadvantaged, they are actually slightly more likely on average to
serve as disadvantaged-group advocates at least at a superficial level (as
seen in Figure 3.7). Thus, even if senators tend to build reputations as
superficial advocates rather than primary or secondary advocates (though
these higher levels of advocacy on behalf of disadvantaged groups do still
exist within the upper chamber), it remains necessary to determine if the
same factors driving the decisions behind reputation formation in the
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House are also at work in the Senate. The sections to follow take on that
task, and work to untangle the ways in which different pressures and
institutional constraints can alter the reputation building calculus for
members within the two legislative chambers.

In this chapter, I will analyze the impact of the size of a disadvantaged
group and the ambient temperature toward a disadvantaged group on repu-
tation formation in the Senate, and compare the effects withwhatwas seen in
the House of Representatives. Next, I will introduce and evaluate three
alternative hypotheses that take into account senator electoral security and
the advocacy environment within the Senate to determine their impact on
senator reputation. Following that, I will investigate how the reputations of
descriptive representatives in the Senate differ from nondescriptive represen-
tatives, and highlight the implications of these differences, particularly rela-
tive to descriptive representatives in the House. Finally, I return to the
concept of the advocacy window, and discuss how well the concept charac-
terizes the decision to build a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate
in the US Senate.

5.1 constituency characteristics: group size and
ambient temperature

As with the previous chapter, explaining what drives members to
cultivate a reputation as an advocate for disadvantaged groups starts
with an exploration of the role of group size and group ambient
temperature within a state. These variables are a useful place to start
this discussion about when and why senators build legislative reputa-
tions because a basic understanding of how a democracy should work
provides clear expectations. Assuming that, just as in the House, mem-
bers of the Senate care both about getting reelected and about repre-
senting their constituents, one would expect that as the size of a group
increases within a state, members will devote more of their efforts to
working on their behalf, and be more likely to craft a reputation as
a group advocate. Similarly, the more warmly the average person in
a district feels toward a group, it seems reasonable to expect that
a senator would be even more likely to form a reputation as
a defender of that group. In the remainder of this section, I briefly
review the operationalization of these two key variables. Next,
I utilize models equivalent to those used to explain the formation of
member reputations in the House to evaluate the extent to which these
expectations hold in the US Senate.
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5.1.1 Group Size

For the analysis to follow, group size is measured using the Census counts
for the percentage of group members within a state. Racial and ethnic
minorities within a state are determined using the percentage of individ-
uals who do not identify as non-Hispanic whites, veterans are the percent
of the civilian population that served in any branch of the armed services,
seniors are the percentage of individuals over the age of sixty-five, and
immigrants are the percentage of residents of a state who are foreign born.
The percentage of women in a state is a straightforward count, and the
percentage of poor residents are those whose household income is below
the federal poverty line. The Census has never asked the sexual orientation
or gender identity of respondents, and thus operationalizing the percent-
age of LGBTQ individuals within a state requires a proxy. Because of this
lack of data, I follow the lead of prior researchers and use the percentage
of same-sex households within a state to approximate the size of the state
LGBTQ population (e.g., Warshaw and Rodden, 2012; Hansen and
Treul, 2015).1

5.1.2 Ambient Temperature

The ambient temperature variable is a unique measure that conceptu-
alizes feeling thermometer scores as a way of determining the average
level of hostility or favorability toward a group within a state or
district, which was introduced in detail in the previous chapter. For
this analysis exploring reputation formation in the Senate, I followed
the same procedure from Chapter 4 to estimate the state ambient
temperature toward a group (as opposed to congressional district
ambient temperature). This was done using multilevel regression and
poststratification on the feeling thermometer questions from the ANES
time series data, aggregated by decade.2 Table 5.1 shows a summary of
the state estimates generated for each of the disadvantaged groups
analyzed.

1 For further discussion of why this proxywas selected and the potential consequences of this
selection, please see Chapter 4, where this issue is addressed at length.

2 Again, for those groups that were not expressly asked about in the ANES during this time
period, I use a close proxy. Veterans, women, immigrants, and LGBTQ individuals were
not included directly, so instead I use the military, feminists, illegal immigrants, and gays
and lesbians, respectively, as proxies.
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5.2 reputations for disadvantaged-group advocacy
in the us senate

Chapter 3 demonstrated that legislative reputations for disadvantaged-
group advocacy are common to both the House and the Senate, with over
50 percent of senators possessing a reputation for at least superficial advo-
cacy of a disadvantaged group. Table 5.2 shows the total number of senators
sampled with a reputation for disadvantaged-group advocacy, separated by
group and level of advocacy.3 Compared to their counterparts in the House,
senators are less likely to have reputations as primary or secondary disad-
vantaged-group advocates, tending to opt for superficial advocacy instead.
Given the markedly smaller number of senators compared to members of
the House – 100 to 435 – these differences in the level of advocacy a senator
or member of the House are known for have important consequences for
selecting the most appropriate means of modeling those reputations.

Table 5.2 shows that, for five out of the seven groups under evaluation,
there are fewer than two senators with a primary reputation as group
advocates. Because the raw numbers for the highest category are so small,
in the analysis to follow, I combine reputations for primary and secondary
advocacy into a single category, to create a three-category ordered

table 5.1 Summary of estimates for state feeling thermometer ratings by
group

Group N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Seniors 400 78.63 2.34 72.20 85.10
Veterans 500 72.37 3.82 65.23 82.34
Poor 500 68.76 2.89 61.24 77.63
Women 500 55.42 3.18 46.84 63.19
Immigrants 500 40.75 7.63 26.59 57.61
Racial/Ethnic Minorities 500 65.38 2.90 59.31 71.58
LGBTQ 500 46.25 7.75 21.85 64.57

Note:Displayed are the average estimate values for the feeling thermometer scores
across all fifty states from 1992 to 2016. Estimates were generated usingmultilevel
regression with poststratification. The estimate for racial/ethnic minorities is an
average of the ambient temperature generated for each district for Black, Hispanic,
and Asian Americans.

3 As described at length in Chapter 3, the sample includes all 500 senators from the 103rd,
105th, 108th, 110th, and 113th Congresses.
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dependent variable. Using this combined top category allows for better
estimation of the impact of relevant explanatory variables on the likelihood
that a member will have a reputation for superficial advocacy or higher.4

5.3 group size, ambient temperature, and reputation
formation in the senate

Chapter 4 showed that both the size of a disadvantaged group and feelings
toward that group play an important role in the legislative reputations that
members of the House choose to form. Particularly for groups that are
generally considered to be less deserving of government assistance, both
group size and ambient temperature had a positive, significant effect on the
likelihood that amemberwould form a reputation as a group advocate when
evaluated independently. In this section, I examine the relationship between
these variables and member reputation for the US Senate.

To gain a more nuanced understanding of how these explanatory
variables impact member reputation and to account for any violations
of the parallel regression assumption, I utilize generalized ordered logistic
regression models.5 Because member reputation has been collapsed into

table 5.2 Number of senators with reputations as advocates for
disadvantaged groups in the 103rd, 105th, 108th, 110th, and 113th Congress

Seniors Veterans Women Poor Immigrants

Racial/
Ethnic
Minorities LGBTQ

Non 426 458 430 386 470 476 487

Superficial 52 29 44 76 23 16 9
Secondary 17 13 18 36 6 7 3

Primary 5 0 8 2 1 1 1
Total

Advocates
74 42 70 114 30 24 13

4 Because of the particularly small number of cases of senators with reputations as advocates of
the LGBTQ community at any level, I further collapse the dependent variable into just two
categories: reputation for advocacy (superficial, secondary, or primary) and no reputation for
advocacy. Thus, for estimates of the likelihood of a senator having a reputation for LGBTQ
advocacy, I utilize a logistic regression model, rather than generalized ordered logistic
regression.

5 A more in-depth discussion of why generalized ordered logistic regression models are most
appropriate can be found in Chapter 4.
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a three-category ordinal variable, each generalized ordered logistic regres-
sion model will produce two sets of estimated coefficients, referred to in
each instance as Model 0 and Model 1. Model 0 shows the estimated
effects of each independent variable on the likelihood that a senator will
have a reputation for some level of advocacy relative to non-advocacy,
while Model 1’s coefficients represent the estimated effect that a variable
has on the likelihood of having a reputation for primary or secondary
advocacy, relative to non-advocacy or superficial advocacy. The results of
these models are displayed in Tables 5.3–5.6.

5.3.1 Veterans and Seniors

The coefficients of the models evaluating how group size and ambient
temperature affect the likelihood of senators building reputations as advo-
cates of veterans and seniors are shown in Table 5.3. For these groups, with
a high level of perceived deservingness of government assistance, the forces
driving senators to foster reputations as advocates look relatively similar to
those that were at work in the House, but with some important exceptions.
The percentage of veterans and seniors in a state has a positive and statistic-
ally significant impact on whether or not a senator will have some form of
reputation as a group advocate, but not on the choice to expand that
reputation as a primary or secondary advocate.

This distinction is not unexpected – senators have a great deal of leeway
in determining how to allocate their legislative efforts. State demographics
do push senators to try to dedicate at least a small portion of their legislative
reputation to serving veterans and seniors, but other factors are responsible
for determining which senators choose to signal that advocating for these
groups are their top priority. Many Florida senators, for instance, despite
representing the statewith the highest percentage of individuals over the age
of sixty-five, have a superficial reputation as an advocate for seniors. People
like former Sen. Bob Graham (D-FL), most known for his work on anti-
crime legislation (particularly his support for the death penalty), also made
sure that he could be described as a supporter of seniors by pushing for
prescription drug coverage for Medicare recipients.

State ambient temperature, on the other hand, does not have
a statistically significant effect on a senator’s reputation as an advocate
of either of these two groups. Because veterans and seniors are broadly
considered to be deserving of government assistance, it is not expected
that small state-by-state variations in how these groups are viewed would
have a large effect on reputation. Senators can be reasonably confident
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that advocating for these groups will not negatively impact them, andmay
even provide a boost in how they are regarded by their constituents.

As was true for members of the House, neither partisan lean nor location
in the South has a significant impact on a senator’s choice to build
a reputation as a veteran or senior advocate. Democrats are more likely to
have a reputation as an advocate for seniors, but, unlike in the House, the
choice to become a veterans’ advocate in the Senate is nonpartisan. One last
noteworthy but not unexpected difference between theHouse and the Senate
comes in considering the gap in reputation building between first-termers and
returning incumbents. In the House, members in their first term simply have
not spent long enough within the institution to have amassed the over-time
pattern of behavior that is required to build a legislative reputation. Senators,
with a full six years before theymust face the voters again, have considerably
more time in their first term to craft a reputation that reflects their legislative
priorities. This also speaks to the erosion of the norm of apprenticeship
highlighted by Matthews in The Folkways of the Senate – being in their
first term does not deter a senator in the contemporary Congress from taking
action to establish their legislative reputation (Sinclair, 1989).

5.3.2 LGBTQ and Racial/Ethnic Minorities

Table 5.4 displays the impact of group size and ambient temperature on
the likelihood of a senator having a reputation for advocacy on behalf of
the LGBTQ community and racial/ethnic minorities. These models indi-
cate that neither group size nor ambient temperature has a statistically
significant impact on a senator’s choice to cultivate a reputation as an
LGBTQ or racial/ethnic minority advocate. This is a crucial and telling
distinction from what was seen in the previous chapter.

Of all of the disadvantaged groups being studied here, the LGBTQ
community and racial/ethnic minorities are generally considered to be the
least deserving of government assistance by the country at large, particu-
larly for the time period investigated here. In the House, both the percent-
age of racial/ethnic minorities and same-sex households and the general
feelings toward those groups within a district had a positive and signifi-
cant effect on the likelihood that a member would form a reputation as an
advocate. This connection is critical, because it demonstrates that if
a group is large enough in a district, even if they are unpopular nationally,
their member of Congress is still more likely to actively represent them
within the legislature, and that this is further enhanced by improvements
in district ambient temperature.
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In the Senate, however, there appears to be a disconnect when it comes
to this expected dyadic relationship. An example of this can be seen in the
senators from Rhode Island and Vermont. These two northeastern states
consistently have one of the highest percentages of same-sex couples, but
none of their senators included in the sample have cultivated a reputation
as an advocate for LGBTQ individuals. Clearly, other factors outside of
the status of the group within a state are the driving force behind
a senator’s choice to form a legislative reputation as an advocate for
racial/ethnic minorities and the LGBTQ community. Because of this,
these groups cannot feel confident that the likelihood of being represented
by their own senator will increase even if their numbers or the state-wide
feelings toward them as a group go up.

The insignificant impact of partisanship on the chance that a senator
will decide to form a reputation as an advocate for these groups is also
striking. Even in a context where few senators take on this responsibility
and choose to advocate for racial/ethnic minorities or LGBTQ people,
Republicans are not significantly more or less likely to take this leap, once
the partisan leaning of a state is taken into account. The more Democratic
a state is, the more likely it is that a senator will form some portion of their
reputation around advocating for the LGBTQ community. Notably,
however, the partisan leaning of a state does not impact the choice of
a senator to cultivate a reputation as a racial/ethnic minority advocate.
Given how closely tied racial/ethnic minorities are to the Democratic
coalition, particularly for Black Americans, this relationship (or lack
thereof) is stunning. One of the biggest factors influencing if a senator
will have a reputation as an advocate for racial/ethnic minorities is instead
whether or not they are representing a state in the South. The decade fixed
effects also have a particularly strong and significant effect on reputation
formation, indicating that the likelihood of having a reputation as an
advocate for racial/ethnic minorities in the senate was considerably larger
in the 1990s and 2000s than in the 2010s.

5.3.3 Immigrants and the Poor

The models demonstrating the effect of ambient temperature and group
size on the likelihood of a senator having a reputation as a group advocate
for immigrants and the poor are shown in Table 5.5. Here, too, there are
some important similarities and differences in the effects of these variables
on senators relative to members of the House. Both the percentage of
immigrants and the poor in a district and the group ambient temperature,
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when evaluated independently, had a significant impact on whether or not
a member of the House would craft a reputation as a group advocate. In
the Senate, these patterns are different.

As seen in Table 5.5, the percentage of immigrants in a state has
a significant and positive effect on whether or not a senator makes the
choice to integrate some level of advocacy on behalf of immigrants into
their legislative reputation. Reputations for primary or secondary advo-
cacy, though, are not significantly affected by group size within a state.
This is similar to the effects observed for senators with reputations as
advocates of veterans or seniors – superficial advocacy is significantly
driven by state demographics, while higher levels of advocacy in the
Senate are encouraged by other factors. Variation in ambient temperature
toward immigrants across states, however, consistently does not have
a significant effect, even when examined in isolation.

When it comes to senators with reputations for advocating on behalf of
the poor, neither group size nor ambient temperature is a significant driver
of their decision. This insignificance of group size to the choice to craft
a reputation as an advocate of the poor is important. It indicates, much
like with advocates of racial/ethnic minorities and the LGBTQ commu-
nity, that there is a disconnect between senators’ reputation-building
choices and what some of the basic principles of a representational dem-
ocracy would predict for groups that are not generally considered to be
highly deserving of government assistance.

The effects of senators’ party affiliation on reputations for advocacy on
behalf of immigrants and the poor have several layers of nuance. While
Republican senators are less likely to form a reputation as a primary or
secondary advocate for the poor, the effects of partisanship dissipate when
the bar for advocacy for those in poverty is lowered to a superficial level.
Conversely, partisanship has an insignificant effect on the formation of
primary or secondary reputations as immigrant advocates, but
Republican senators are actually more likely to cultivate at least
a superficial reputation around advocating for immigrants. This likely
speaks to the fact that, in the 1990s and much of the 2000s, issues
pertaining to immigrants were considerably more bipartisan than is the
case in the 115th Congress. Republicans like Connie Mack (FL) and Alan
Simpson (WY) exemplified this – while advocating for immigrants was
never their primary concern in the Senate, they did serve as consistent,
supportive voices for a compassionate approach. This was still seen into
the 2010s as well, as with the former junior and senior Republican
senators from Arizona, Jeff Flake and John McCain.
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Senators from the South are significantly less likely to form a primary or
secondary reputation as advocates for immigrants, but geography does
not have a significant effect on the formation of a reputation that at least
reaches the level of superficial advocacy. However, southern senators are
no more or less likely to have a reputation as an advocate for the poor,
which makes another departure from the dynamics of reputation forma-
tion in the House. Democratic-leaning states are more likely to produce
senators that openly work to benefit the poor at some level of advocacy,
though not primary/secondary advocates in particular, while partisan
leaning does not have a significant effect on immigrant advocacy.

5.3.4 Women

Table 5.6 shows the estimated effects of group size and ambient temperature
on the likelihood that a senator will have a reputation for advocating on
behalf ofwomen. The initial pattern that stands out in thesemodels is that the
percentage of women in a state has a significant and negative relationship
with senator reputation as a women’s advocate. As discussed in the previous
chapter, women are the only disadvantaged group being considered here
whose representation should not be dependent upon group size, as women
consistently make up roughly 50 percent of the population in each state (give
or take about two percentage points). This means that in every state, women
are a strong electoral force, and the very small variation across states should
have no effect on that. Thus, the fact that the percentage of women in a state
has not just a significant relationship, but a significant negative relationship,
is at first perplexing. After a more in-depth examination, however, it can be
seen that this result is masking other dynamics at work.

In Table 5.6, group size essentially serves as an inadvertent proxy for
descriptive representation. The states with the highest percentage of
women also happen to be states that tend not to elect women to serve in
the Senate. The three states with the highest concentration of women –

Mississippi, Alabama, and Pennsylvania – have never elected a woman to
the US Senate, as of the 2018 elections.6 Out of the ten states included in
this analysis with the highest percentage of women, six of them have never

6 There have been two women that were appointed to serve in the Senate from the state of
Alabama. The first, Dixie Bibb Graves, served only four months in the late 1930s after
being appointed by her husband to hold the seat and did not compete in the special election.
The second woman, Maryon Pittman Allen, was appointed in 1978 after her husband,
Senator James Allen, died in office. Allen did run for the seat, but was defeated in the
primary, and resigned immediately after the election, having only served for five months.
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elected a woman to serve in the Senate, and one of them, Massachusetts,
only elected a woman to the Senate for the first time in 2012.7

table 5.6 Group size, ambient temperature, and member reputation for
advocacy for women

Women

0 1 0 1 0 1

Group
Size

−0.115 −0.715 – – −0.114 −0.739
0.69 0.05 0.70 0.04

Ambient
Temperature

– – 0.004 0.037 −0.003 0.049
0.95 0.55 0.96 0.52

Republican −0.273 −0.479 −0.305 −0.429 −0.276 −0.396
0.48 0.49 0.43 0.50 0.48 0.58

Dem Pres
Vote

0.059 0.129 0.054 0.098 0.059 0.136
0.02 0.00 0.03 0.01 0.02 0.00

South −0.364 1.364 −0.439 0.632 −0.362 1.320
0.48 0.21 0.37 0.49 0.48 0.23

1990s 0.839 0.513 0.819 0.064 0.839 0.523
0.02 0.41 0.03 0.90 0.02 0.39

2000s 0.159 0.096 0.138 −0.450 0.171 −0.143
0.65 0.86 0.68 0.25 0.63 0.77

First
Term

−0.690 −0.694 −0.693
0.05 0.05 0.05

Constant 0.796 26.104 −4.916 −9.995 0.889 24.312
0.96 0.15 0.17 0.02 0.96 0.18

N 500 500 500
Wald’s Chi2 39.7 49.6 42.1
Pseudo-R2 0.093 0.0825 0.0946

Note: Coefficients calculated using generalized ordered logistic regression, with
First Termmodeled as a parallel proportional term and the rest of the independent
variables modeled as partial proportional terms. Standard errors are clustered by
member, and p-values are in gray.Model 0 represents the likelihood of a shift from
no advocacy to superficial or primary/secondary advocacy, and Model 1 is no
advocacy or superficial advocacy to primary/secondary advocacy.

7 The ten states with the highest percentage of women, from highest to lowest, are
Mississippi, Alabama, Pennsylvania, New York, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, West
Virginia, Louisiana, Missouri, and Tennessee. Elizabeth Warren is the female senator
that was elected by the state of Massachusetts in 2012.
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Though untangling the tantalizing riddle of why this negative relation-
ship between the percentage of women in a state and actually electing
women to the Senate exists is beyond the scope of this project, its effects
are clearly visible. In the Senate, just as in the House, female representa-
tives are markedly and significantly more likely to build reputations as
women’s advocates than male representatives. Once the presence of
female senators is taken into account, the coefficient showing the esti-
mated effects of group size loses significance. Though the precise effects of
descriptive representation across groups are examined in more detail later
in the chapter, models retaining all present variables while also adding an
indicator that denotes the senator’s gender can be found in Table C-1 of
the Appendix.

Table 5.6 also reveals that, once again, ambient temperature does not have
a statistically significant effect on a senator’s choice to build a reputation as
a women’s advocate. Given that there is very little variation across states and
districts in their gender composition, ambient temperature toward women
within a state would be expected to play an even larger role in a senator’s
decision-making when seeking to build their legislative reputations than
might be the case for other disadvantaged groups. This is, in fact, the dynamic
that is present in the House, where an increase in the ambient temperature
makes members more likely to have a reputation as a women’s advocate,
even when considered jointly with group size. But this is not the case in the
Senate, where, as with the other groups analyzed here, reputations as
women’s advocates are driven by factors outside of the ambient temperature
toward women within the state. Additionally, a senator’s party affiliation
does not have a significant effect on member reputation, but senators repre-
senting states that lean Democratic are more likely to have a reputation as an
advocate for women.

5.3.5 Discussion

In each of these cases, when considering those who build reputations as
advocates for any one of these disadvantaged groups, the nonsignificant
impact of state ambient temperature on those decisions is an important
and noteworthy departure from what was seen in the House. The initial
hypotheses laid out in Chapter 2 indicate that in states that feel more
warmly toward a particular disadvantaged group, a senator should be
more likely to incorporate advocacy on that group’s behalf into their
legislative reputation, but this is not what these results show. Instead,
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ambient temperature has no appreciable effect on the reputation a senator
chooses to build.

The disparity in effects of group size on senator reputation between the
House and the Senate are also critically important for understanding the
different forces driving the representation of disadvantaged groups in each
of the two chambers. In the House, the size of a disadvantaged group in
a district had a significant effect on member reputation for nearly every
group (except for women). Thus, in the House, there is a strong dyadic
relationship between how many of a representative’s constituents belong
to a disadvantaged group, and the intentional effort put in on their behalf.

In the Senate, however, the strength of this dyad appears to rest upon
how generally deserving of government assistance a group is broadly
perceived to be. For the two groups included in the analysis with a high
level of perceived deservingness – veterans and seniors – and one of the
groups with a more mixed level of perceived deservingness – immigrants –
their size within a state has an important impact on the likelihood that
a senator will build a reputation as an advocate on their behalf. But for
racial/ethnic minorities, the LGBTQ community, and the poor – groups
with generally mixed or lower levels of perceived deservingness of gov-
ernment assistance – variations in the size of their group within a state do
not have a significant effect on a member’s decision to include advocating
for them in their legislative reputation.

So far, this analysis has demonstrated that while the reputations that
members choose to build as disadvantaged-group advocates in the House
are significantly impacted by the size and ambient temperature toward that
group, senators tend to rely on other factors to make their decisions, espe-
cially for groups that are not broadly considered to be deserving of govern-
ment assistance. But if group size and ambient temperature tend not to be
significant elements in the decision to craft a reputation as an advocate for
disadvantaged groups, what is? Next, I turn to the institutional and electoral
factors that contribute to reputation formation in the US Senate.

5.4 alternative drivers of reputation formation
in the us senate

In this section, I pursue three alternative explanations to explore the extent to
which certain elements of the institutional and electoral environment can
take precedence over constituency-specific factors for senators making deci-
sions about whether or not to actively include disadvantaged groups within
their legislative reputations. Specifically, I will evaluate the following

142 The Choice to Be a Disadvantaged-Group Advocate

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005


hypotheses: the electoral insecurity hypothesis, the in-state differentiation
hypothesis, and the collective amplification hypothesis.8

5.4.1 Electoral Insecurity

Almost as a rule, most members of Congress tend to be fairly risk-averse –
they do not want to take actions that have a high likelihood of jeopardizing
their chance at being reelected – but this caution is even stronger within the
Senate (Schiller, 2000b). On average, incumbent senators have a lower prob-
ability of getting reelected than an incumbent member of the House
(Jacobson, 2013). Senators are not oblivious to this fact – they know that
they aremore likely to face a competitive race during their next election cycle,
and they make strategic choices in their legislative behavior to try to position
themselves as well as possible for that fight. Given this risk-avoidant envir-
onment, it is possible that only the senators who perceive themselves to have
the safest seats are willing to take the risk of focusing at least some of their
legislative reputation around serving disadvantaged groups – especially those
that are considered to be less deserving of government assistance.

The electoral insecurity hypothesis builds off of these assumptions, and
predicts that the closer a senator’s previous election, the less likely they are to
want to be known as an advocate of the disadvantaged. Senators who
survived a “close call” in their last election spend more time looking over
their shoulder, and may be less inclined to take the chance of alienating
constituents in their state who are less comfortable with members of
a given disadvantaged group. In the next section, I evaluate this hypothesis
by examining the impact of a senator’s state vote share in their most recent
election on the likelihood that they will have chosen to build a reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate.

5.4.2 In-State Differentiation

In her book Partners and Rivals, Wendy Schiller argues that senators seek
to differentiate themselves from their same-state counterparts by crafting
intentionally distinctive reputations for subject-matter expertise within
the institution. She demonstrates this both through case studies and by

8 For a deeper comparison and to further illustrate the differences in the institutional and
electoral environments between the House and the Senate, a replication of the analysis of
the electoral insecurity hypothesis and the collective amplification hypothesis in the House
of Representatives, as well as a short discussion, can be found in Appendix D.
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comparing the legislative similarity of same-state senators across meas-
ures such as roll-call votes, committee assignments, and bill cosponsor-
ship, and finds that the legislative pairings of these same-state senators
rarelymirror one another. By this logic, same-state senators should also be
less likely to form legislative reputations as advocates for the same disad-
vantaged group. However, the degree to which Schiller’s argument can be
expanded to shed additional light on a senator’s decision to include
disadvantaged-group advocacy within their legislative reputation is an
open question.

During the over two decades that they served together, California senators
Barbara Boxer (D) and Diane Feinstein (D) could be an example of this sort
of differentiation when it comes to disadvantaged-group advocacy. During
her time in theHouse, Sen. Boxer had already begun developing a reputation
as a primary advocate forwomen,which she continuedwhen she reached the
Senate. But despite being a woman herself and coming from a state where
such advocacy was clearly not discouraged, Sen. Feinstein developed
a legislative reputation that did not include prominent advocacy forwomen’s
issues. This is what would be expected if same-state senators intentionally
chose not to develop the same advocacy reputations. As a counter example,
though, citizens ofOhiowere represented in the 1990s by two senators, John
Glenn (D) and Howard Metzenbaum (D), who both had developed legisla-
tive reputations as superficial advocates for women.

A primary reason for this uncertainty is that disadvantaged-group advo-
cacy is not always a conventional subset of subject-matter expertise in the
way that crime, environmental, or tax policy would be. Disadvantaged-
group advocacy can span a huge range of issues and subject areas, and is
only occasionally tethered to a singular committee or area of expertise. For
example, during a conversation about how members think about their
advocacy, one staffer for a member with a reputation for women’s advocacy
outright rejected the notion that there exists a single set of “women’s issues.”
They explained that women’s concerns are instead incorporated into the
broader subject matter that the member focuses on, such as labor or health-
care. Former Kansas Sen. Bob Dole (R) provides another illustration of the
distinction between group advocacy and subject-matter expertise. Before his
time as a Republican presidential candidate or Senate Majority Leader, Bob
Dole was known as an expert on agriculture policy. But within that context,
he also built a reputation as an advocate for people in poverty through his
concentrated efforts to expand the food stamp program.

Given these important differences between policy-domain expertise
and group advocacy, it is worth investigating whether or not a senator
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takes into account their same-state counterpart’s reputation for disadvan-
taged-group advocacywhenmaking decisions about their own reputation, in
the same way that they would take into account their counterpart’s subject-
matter specialization. The in-state differentiation hypothesis predicts that
senators with a same-state counterpart who has integrated advocacy for
a given disadvantaged group into their legislative reputationwill be less likely
to have one themselves. To evaluate this hypothesis, I include in the analysis
a categorical variable denoting the type of reputation for group advocacy
held by a senator’s same-state counterpart.9

5.4.3 Collective Amplification

Toddlers, teenagers, and franklymost human beings, aremore likely to do
something if the people around them are doing it as well. This is particu-
larly true for actions that are potentially risky. A child who has never leapt
off a diving board is more likely to take the plunge after watching their
friends jump and emerge from the water unscathed. Drivers on the inter-
state are more likely to exceed the speed limit if the cars around them are
speeding as well. So too it may be for senators facing the decision to
cultivate a legislative reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate.

The collective amplification hypothesis predicts that as the total num-
ber of disadvantaged-group advocates within the institution increases,
other senators will be more likely to incorporate at least a superficial
level of advocacy for that group into their legislative reputations as well.
As more senators feel comfortable crafting a reputation that includes
advocating for a given disadvantaged group, perceptions of the risk asso-
ciated with including such advocacy into one’s legislative reputation may
decline, leading others to then do the same. To evaluate this hypothesis,
I add a variable for the number of other senators with a reputation for
advocacy for each disadvantaged group in a given Congress.

5.5 institutional environment, electoral history,
and reputation formation

In this section, the three alternative hypotheses described above are tested
by incorporating the relevant variables into the same generalized ordered

9 I also performed an analysis of the impact of same-party, same-state reputation building in
the US Senate, to explore the alternative possibility that the effect of same-state group
advocates is conditioned by partisanship. Including this measure did not produce appre-
ciably different results than that of same-state reputation building.

5.5 Institutional Environment, Electoral History 145

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005


logistic regression models utilized above. To evaluate the impact of these
additional variables on senator reputation relative to that of the constitu-
ency variables previously described, I estimate these effects of the institu-
tional and electoral variables both independently and all together. The
results of these models are displayed in Tables 5.7–5.10.

5.5.1 Veterans and Seniors

Table 5.7 displays the effects of these additional institutional and electoral
variables on the likelihoodof a senator having a reputation as an advocate for
seniors and veterans. For both of these cases, a senator’s vote share from their
most recent election does not significantly impact their choice to serve as an
advocate. This implies that, at least when advocacy for these groups is
considered, the electoral insecurity hypothesis is not supported. However,
because veterans and seniors are generally considered to be broadly deserving
of government assistance, it is not unexpected that the negative effects of
electoral insecurity would be attenuated – the positive regard with which
these groups are held creates a relatively low-risk advocacy environment. Of
the two variables representing the advocacy environment within the institu-
tion, only one has a statistically significant relationship with senator reputa-
tion. As the number of senators who incorporate advocacy for veterans and
seniors increases, there is an increased likelihood that other senators will
follow suit, at least at the superficial advocacy level. Having a same-state
counterpart with a reputation as an advocate for veterans and seniors,
however, has no effect on reputation formation. These models provide
support for the collective amplification hypothesis, but not the same-state
differentiation hypothesis. This evidence of the significance of the institu-
tional advocacy context provides an important layer to understanding when
andwhy senators form reputations as advocates for veterans and seniors, but
it also does not eliminate the importance of the district constituency effects –
group size remains a significant driver of the choice to incorporate this
advocacy at least at a superficial level.

5.5.2 LGBTQ and Racial/Ethnic Minorities

Models estimating the effects of electoral insecurity and institutional
advocacy context on senator reputation as an advocate for racial/ethnic
minorities and the LGBTQ community are given in Table 5.8. Here too,
a senator’s vote share in the previous election does not significantly impact
a senator’s decision to cultivate a reputation as a group advocate. Once
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again, the electoral insecurity hypothesis is not supported.While this was not
unexpected when considering advocacy on behalf of groups with a high level
of perceived deservingness, the context of advocacy for groups like racial/
ethnic minorities and the LGBTQ community is where electoral insecurity
should have its strongest effects. Instead, models imply that relative electoral
marginality is not a pivotal factor that senators use to make decisions about
the reputations they craft as disadvantaged-group advocates.

While electoral insecurity is insignificant across each of the models
estimated in Table 5.8, the institutional advocacy context variables do
not have the same effect on the likelihood of having a reputation as
a racial/ethnic minority advocate as they do reputations for LGBTQ
advocacy. The decision to craft a reputation as an advocate for racial/
ethnic minorities is not significantly impacted by the number of other
senators with reputations as minority advocates nor by the presence of
a same-state advocate. The decision to form a reputation as an LGBTQ
advocate, however, is significantly related to the number of other advo-
cates within the institution, providing further support for the collective
amplification hypothesis.

5.5.3 Immigrants and the Poor

Table 5.9 displays the coefficients demonstrating the estimated effects of
electoral insecurity and the institutional advocacy context on the likelihood
of a senator having a reputation as an advocate for immigrants and the poor.
Across all of these models, the effects of partisanship on senator reputation
retain their significance, as does the effect of the percentage of immigrants
within a state. Senators from more Democratic-leaning states also remain
more likely to have at least a superficial reputation as an advocate for the
poor. However, a senator’s previous vote share yet again does not exhibit
a significant effect on the choice to build a reputation as a group advocate.

The presence of a same-state senator with a reputation as an advocate
for immigrants or the poor once again does not have a significant effect on
senator reputation, and thus fails to provide support for the same-state
differentiation hypothesis. Additionally, while having a larger number of
other senators who are actively known as immigrant advocates does not
have a significant impact on the choice to build a reputation as an advo-
cate for immigrants, it does significantly enhance the chances that
a senator will have a reputation as at least a superficial advocate for the
poor, providing mixed support between these two cases for the collective
amplification hypothesis.
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5.5.4 Women

Table 5.10 presents the models demonstrating the effects on senator
reputation as a women’s advocate for each of the institutional, electoral,
and constituency factors introduced to this point.

These models show that senators representing more Democratic-
leaning states remain significantly more likely to have a reputation as an
advocate for women, and that the percentage of women within a state
retains its significant effect.10 As has been the case for all groups for which
advocacy on their behalf has been examined, the models also indicate that
variation in a senator’s vote share from their most recent election does not
have a significant effect on member reputation. These models do, how-
ever, provide further support for the collective amplification hypothesis,
as evidenced by the significant effect that the total number of women’s
advocates has on member reputation for both superficial and primary/
secondary advocacy.

5.5.5 Discussion

None of these models demonstrating the relative impact of these institu-
tional, electoral, and constituency factors on senator reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate support the electoral insecurity hypoth-
esis. Regardless of the particular group that senators are known as advo-
cating for, their vote share in their most recent election does not have
a significant effect on the choice to craft such a reputation.11 At first look,
this result is surprising. Most senators face a more heterogeneous elector-
ate than members of the House, and the average Senate election is more
competitive than the average House election. Because it is less likely that
a single constituent group will dominate in a state in the same way as in
a congressional district, it becomes even more important to be sure that
representational decisions on behalf of one group do not inadvertently
raise the ire of another. But to understand the lack of support for the

10 Again, this significant result is most likely due to the curious correlation between states
with the highest percentage of women and states who have never sent a woman to the
Senate (as discussed in more detail earlier in the chapter). Because of this, group size is
essentially serving as a proxy for descriptive representation, as can be seen in Table C-1 of
the Appendix and in Table 5.12.

11 I also ran these analyses using Cook’s Partisan Voter Index (PVI) as a measure of
marginality in place of the senator’s previous vote share, and the results are not appre-
ciably changed.
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table 5.10 Institutional, electoral, and constituency effects on member
reputation for advocacy for women

Women

0 1 0 1 0 1

Total
Advocates

0.167 0.276 – – 0.167 0.265
0.00 0.03 0.00 0.04

Same State
Advocate

−0.087 −0.371 – – −0.114 −0.354
0.67 0.23 0.58 0.23

Previous
Vote Share

– – −0.019 0.002 −0.019 −0.004
0.37 0.95 0.38 0.88

Group
Size

−0.176 −0.953 −0.102 −0.798 −0.172 −0.950
0.56 0.03 0.73 0.05 0.57 0.02

Ambient
Temperature

−0.005 0.051 −0.006 0.071 −0.007 0.067
0.93 0.55 0.92 0.36 0.90 0.41

Republican −0.215 −0.125 −0.277 −0.579 −0.218 −0.293
0.58 0.87 0.48 0.46 0.57 0.73

Dem Pres
Vote

0.076 0.181 0.061 0.134 0.079 0.177
0.01 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00

South −0.277 1.553 −0.332 1.362 −0.231 1.542
0.59 0.21 0.50 0.21 0.65 0.18

1990s −0.658 −1.661 0.813 0.609 −0.673 −1.539
0.15 0.11 0.02 0.31 0.15 0.15

2000s −0.035 −0.211 0.216 −0.249 0.008 −0.313
0.92 0.77 0.54 0.59 0.98 0.62

First
Term

−0.651 −0.770 −0.726
0.06 0.03 0.04

Constant 1.588 29.493 0.689 26.228 1.640 28.898
0.92 0.14 0.97 0.17 0.92 0.14

N 500 500 500
Wald’s Chi2 45.7 45.9 50.2
Pseudo-R2 0.1132 0.0988 0.1166

Note: Coefficients calculated using generalized ordered logistic regression, with
First Termmodeled as a parallel proportional term and the rest of the independent
variables modeled as partial proportional terms. Standard errors are clustered by
member, and p-values are in gray.Model 0 represents the likelihood of a shift from
no advocacy to superficial or primary/secondary advocacy, and Model 1 is no
advocacy or superficial advocacy to primary/secondary advocacy.
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electoral insecurity hypothesis, it is important to keep in mind what these
results do and do not show.

The insignificance of a senator’s most recent vote share to the reputa-
tions they form demonstrates that close reelections themselves do not
actively turn a senator off from building a reputation as a disadvantaged-
group advocate, even for those groups that are generally viewed more
skeptically in American society. It does not imply, however, that reelection
concerns play no role in reputation formation. These models are also
compatible with a circumstance in which, particularly for groups that
are not considered to be highly deserving of government assistance, there
is no electoral margin that is “safe” enough to push a senator to form
a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate in the absence of incen-
tives from other factors. This makes the lack of support for the electoral
insecurity hypothesis particularly important, because it implies that
a senator’s decisions about the electoral risk of their reputational decisions
may be untethered to the reality of their electoral situation.

These models also do not provide support for the same-state differenti-
ation hypothesis. There is no evidence, for any of the group advocacy
reputations evaluated, that senators are less likely to decide to build
a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate on account of their same-
state senator being known for similar advocacy work. This serves to
demonstrate how unique disadvantaged-group advocacy is relative to
more subject-matter specific specializations. These results also actually
emphasize the importance of considering representation as a reputation
built over time by an assortment of actions (over which a senator has
a wide range of latitude), rather than a specific set of policy preferences or
predetermined types of member behavior.

The collective amplification hypothesis, however, receives strong sup-
port.Women, the poor, the LGBTQ community, veterans, and seniors are
significantly more likely to gain additional senators as advocates for their
needs as the number of advocates within the institution increases.12 Note
that this effect was present in a model that controlled for underlying
public opinion toward the group. Having higher numbers of senators
who include disadvantaged-group advocacy in their legislative reputation
not only provides an example to other senators that it can be “safe” to do
so, it also raises the salience of issues relevant to these groups. The level of
advocacy where the greatest increase is seen is superficial advocacy.

12 Operationalizing other group advocates within the institution as the number of primary or
secondary advocates in a given Senate produces similar results.
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Superficial advocates are rarely those who take it upon themselves to
insert a disadvantaged group’s needs into the conversation, and instead
frequently piggyback off of the actions of others, whether through
cosponsorship or some other partnering. Thus, it is perfectly reasonable
that as the number of other senators with reputations for advocacy goes
up, more senators could be induced to join them.

Women’s advocates are particularly unique in this, because the boost in
the number of other senators with reputations for women’s advocacy
occurs both for superficial advocates as well as for primary and secondary
advocates. This implies that the presence of other advocates within the
Senate does not just push others to jump on board with less frequent or
lower-key actions like cosponsorship, but rather encourages them to take
up a greater role in pushing for the needs and interests of women. In sum,
out of all three of these alternative hypotheses, only the collective amplifi-
cation hypothesis is supported by these models.

5.6 descriptive representation and reputation
formation in the us senate

As discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, personal experiences as a member of
a disadvantaged group may make a legislator more determined to address
some of the challenges group members face, and can also serve as
a shortcut for crafting a reputation as a credible group advocate. In the
House, descriptive representatives – those who are themselves a member of
a disadvantaged group – are significantly more likely to form a reputation
as an advocate for nearly all disadvantaged groups under consideration
(immigrants and seniors being the exceptions). It is expected that descrip-
tive representation will boost the likelihood that a representative will have
a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate in the Senate as well.
Given the amount of leeway that senators possess relative to a member
of the House in establishing their legislative reputations, those personal
experiences as a member of a disadvantaged group may even have an
outsized influence in pushing a senator to form a reputation as an advo-
cate. In this section, I specifically examine that relationship, and estimate
the impact of being a descriptive representative on the likelihood of
a senator building a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate.13

13 The coding scheme for descriptive representatives matches that used in the analysis of
members of the House of Representatives, and is described in detail in Chapter 4.
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5.6.1 Modeling Reputation Formation for Descriptive Representatives

Table 5.11 shows the number of descriptive representatives included in
the dataset, broken down by group and level of advocacy. When looking
at this table, there is one inescapable fact that must be acknowledged
before moving forward in analyzing the effect of descriptive representa-
tion on senator reputation: there simply are far fewer descriptive repre-
sentatives present in the Senate than in the House. This is particularly
evident for descriptive representatives of groups that are considered to be
anything less than highly deserving of government assistance. There are
two particularly important consequences that follow from having such
a small number of cases, with the first being qualitative, and the second
quantitative.

First, from a qualitative perspective, these basic descriptive statistics
regarding the characteristics of people present within the institution already
say a great deal about some of the critical differences between the two
chambers of Congress. For nearly all disadvantaged groups, descriptive
representatives are less likely to successfully make it to the Senate than to
the House of Representatives. This discrepancy is most egregious in the case
of racial/ethnic minorities, who make up 25 percent of the sample of mem-
bers of the House, but less than 5 percent of senators. While it is not a new
observation that there are fewer descriptive representatives in the Senate than
in the House, it has important implications for the analysis to follow.

It is beyond the scope of this current project to pin down all of the reasons
for this divergence, but the fact that it exists implies that there may be
systematic differences between the types of descriptive representatives that
are present in the Senate relative to theHouse. Just under two thirds of racial/
ethnic minorities in the House, for instance, have reputations as advocates
for racial/ethnicminorities, compared to less than ten percent of racial/ethnic
minorities in the Senate. The implication of this is that, particularly for
descriptive representatives for those groups that are not broadly considered
to be highly deserving of government assistance, the characteristics it takes to
be successful in a Senate electionmay not be the same as for aHouse election.
This important caveat is addressed in more detail below, when interpreting
the results of the analysis for descriptive representatives in the Senate.

Second, from a quantitative perspective, the severely restricted number of
cases changes both the best coding of the dependent variable and the type of
model that is most appropriate for estimating the effects of descriptive
representation. Table 5.11 shows that, among the descriptive representatives
in the Senate, there are a number of types of representation for advocacy that
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are not occupied. To account for the quantity of zeros across these individ-
ual categories, reputation is collapsed into a binary variable for the analysis
of the effects of descriptive representation on reputation formation in the
Senate.14 The analysis to follow, then, uses Penalized Maximum Likelihood
Estimation (PMLE) models to estimate the impact of descriptive representa-
tion on the likelihood that a member will have a reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate at any level.15

5.7 the impact of descriptive representation on
senator reputation

Table 5.12 presents the coefficients demonstrating the estimated effect of
being a member of a disadvantaged group on the likelihood of a senator
having a reputation as a group advocate. These models also include all
variables incorporated in the sections above, to evaluate their relative
impacts. Given the data constraints discussed above, these models should
not be treated as perfect estimates, but rather as the best means available
to glean important insights about the general relationship between
descriptive representation and reputations for disadvantaged-group advo-
cacy in the Senate.

14 Senators with reputations as advocates for the LGBTQ community are left out of the
analysis, as there is only a single LGBTQ senator included in the dataset. That senator,
Tammy Baldwin (D) of Wisconsin, does herself have a primary reputation as an LGBTQ
advocate. This provides anecdotal support for the contention that descriptive representa-
tives are more likely to form reputations as advocates for the disadvantaged groups that
they themselves are a part of, but there simply is not enough data to perform any statistical
analysis.

15 Even after reputation is collapsed to combine all levels of advocacy into a single category,
the number of cases remains small because of the limited number of total descriptive
representatives in the Senate. Given the relative rarity of the event that a senator will be
a descriptive representative with a reputation for group advocacy, the data shows signs of
quasi-complete separation. Quasi-complete separation occurs when, for one of the two
values of a binary independent variable, the dependent variable takes on the same value.
Under such conditions, maximum likelihood estimates will be biased or inestimable.
Thus, for the analysis to follow, I utilize Firth’s method of Penalized Maximum
Likelihood Estimation (1993). This method modifies the estimate equations to reduce
the degree of bias present in the model and to facilitate model convergence. Test statistics
are then computed by comparing the log-likelihood values of a model in which the
separated explanatory variable is constrained with the unconstrained model. (This
method can sometimes result in an overcorrection of bias, which can serve to understate
the substantive effects of the variable of interest.) To perform this analysis, I use Joseph
Coveney’s firthlogit program for Stata.

160 The Choice to Be a Disadvantaged-Group Advocate

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.005


5.7.1 Veterans, Seniors, and Racial/Ethnic Minorities

The first three columns of Table 5.12 show the impact that descriptive
representation in the Senate can have on the representation of groups
that are broadly considered to be the most deserving of government
assistance, like veterans and seniors, and those groups that are con-
sidered to be less deserving of assistance, like racial/ethnic minorities.
For the highest deservingness groups, results are mixed. Veterans in the
Senate are significantly more likely to form reputations as veterans’
advocates, just as they were in the House. For seniors, however,
entering the institution over the age of sixty-five does not make
a senator more likely to serve as a senior advocate. With groups that
are considered to be the most deserving of government assistance,
descriptive representation is expected to be less important to
a senator’s decisions about the reputation they craft. The results for
seniors, then, fit in with these expectations. Veterans may still be more
likely to form reputations as veterans’ advocates than nonveterans
because of the extra credibility that is granted to them as a result of
their military service. Also noteworthy is that group size remains
a significant factor in member reputation as an advocate even after
descriptive representation is taken into account.

For groups with lower levels of perceived deservingness of government
assistance, results are vastly different from those seen in the House of
Representatives. In the House, members who were themselves racial/
ethnic minorities were considerably more likely to form a reputation as
a minority advocate. As seen in the third column of Table 5.12, however,
this significant effect is absent in the Senate. As highlighted above, this has
some particularly important implications. First, this further supports the
contention that there are systematic differences in the characteristics and
priorities of racial/ethnic minorities who are elected to the House, relative
to the Senate. Second, this difference is critical because it speaks to the
representational inequalities in the Senate when it comes to racial/ethnic
minorities. One of the most notable elements of Table 5.12 is that none of
the explanatory variables included in themodel have a significant, positive
effect on a senator forming a reputation as an advocate for racial/ethnic
minorities. This demonstrates that, even relative to other disadvantaged
groups, racial/ethnic minorities receive especially low levels of representa-
tion, and there is not an immediately apparent means that can be pointed
to of rectifying it.
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5.7.2 Immigrants, the Poor, and Women

Immigrants, women, and the poor are groups that have a more mixed
position in the American psyche, and tend not to be seen as either broadly
deserving or not deserving of government assistance. For these groups as
well, the effects of descriptive representation are also mixed, as seen in the
final three columns of Table 5.12. Senators who are themselves women
and immigrants are significantly more likely to form reputations as group
advocates, while those with a personal history of poverty are not. This is
different from that which was seen in the House, where the impact on
reputation of having personally spent time in poverty and emigrating from
another country are inverted. For the poor, the lack of the significance of
descriptive representation could stem from the fact that any US senator is
likely to be very far removed from their days in poverty, even relative to
members of theHouse, leaving them less connected to individuals who are
currently experiencing poverty.

Immigrants, on the other hand, stand out as the only other group
outside of veterans and seniors for whom group size retains its significant
effect on senator reputation. Though the number of immigrants that have
served in the Senate and are included in the sample is small – there are only
two of them – each incorporated advocacy for immigrants into their
reputations. The first, Democratic Sen. Mazie Hirono (HI), fought for
benefits for Filipino servicemembers who immigrated to the United States,
and the second, Republican Sen. Mel Martinez (FL), worked to pass an
immigration reform bill that included a path to citizenship for undocu-
mented immigrants.

In both the House and the Senate, female members are significantly
more likely to have a reputation as women’s advocates than male mem-
bers. The positive effect of more Democratic states being more likely to
have a senator with a reputation as an advocate for women also retains its
significance, as does the presence of additional women’s advocates within
the institution. Also in these models, once women in office are themselves
accounted for, the percentage of women within a state loses its misleading
prior significance.

5.7.3 Interactive Effects of Descriptive Representation on Reputation

As in the previous chapter, I next turn to examine the differences in the
impact that ambient temperature has on descriptive representatives rela-
tive to nondescriptive representatives. As shown in the earlier analysis in
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this chapter, ambient temperature has not been seen to have a statistically
significant effect on senator reputation, even when analyzed independ-
ently from group size or descriptive representation. Thus, the object of this
analysis is to determine if ambient temperature takes on a significant role
for descriptive representatives, as would be expected by the theory laid out
in Chapter 2, despite these effects being masked when examining the
Senate as a whole.

Figure 5.1 displays the predicted effects of ambient temperature on
member reputation for senators who are themselves members of a given
disadvantaged group relative to those who are not. For women’s advo-
cates, these effects in the Senate very closely resemble those of the House.
Regardless of the ambient temperature toward women in a state or
district, female senators and members of the House are consistently and
significantly more likely to have a reputation as an advocate for women.
The difference in the predicted effects of being a woman is even larger in
the Senate than in the House – the predicted likelihood that a female
senator will have a reputation for some level of women’s advocacy is
over 50 percent, compared to less than one percent for male senators.

For all other groups, the effects shown in Figure 5.1 may not be
consistently statistically significant, but the trajectories of the predicted
effects still provide important insight into the role of descriptive represen-
tatives as group advocates in the Senate. As can be readily seen by
comparing Figures 4.2 and 5.1, for the majority of groups examined, the
pattern of the effects are quite different in the Senate than in the House. In
the Senate, descriptive representatives are more likely than nondescriptive
representatives to build a reputation as a group advocate in instances
where ambient temperature is low. However, this distinction fades when
the group ambient temperature increases. This is essentially the opposite
from what is seen in the House, where members who are themselves
descriptive representatives become more likely to build a reputation for
group advocacy as the ambient temperature in a district increases.

5.8 the advocacy window and the us senate

The analysis contained within this chapter also allows for the evaluation
of the concept of the advocacy window in the context of the US Senate.
The advocacy window, as introduced in Chapter 2, is a means of concep-
tualizing the discretion that a legislator has when making decisions about
the legislative reputation they seek to cultivate. It argues that for any
disadvantaged group, there is essentially a “floor” level of representation
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that is expected, and that the placement of this floor is tied to the size of the
group within a state or district. There is also a “ceiling” for group
representation that marks the higher end of the level of representation
that will be tolerated in a given state or district, which is based on the
general feelings toward a group in a state or district. If a group is popular,
a legislator can devote more of their time and energy to serving the needs
of those group members without provoking a negative response from the
rest of the state or district as a whole (and thus without risking unneces-
sary electoral reprisals). If a group is unpopular in a state or district,
legislators have less space in which they can exercise discretion over the
amount of representation they provide without risking the ire of the
majority of the state or district.

In the House, the advocacy window is a fairly effective means of
conceptualizing the decisions that members make in regards to the repu-
tations for disadvantaged-group advocacy that they choose to cultivate.
For nearly all groups evaluated, the likelihood of a member having
a reputation for some level of advocacy increases as the size of a group
in a district increases, and as positive views toward a disadvantaged group
within a district go up. Also, as per expectations, there is evidence that
descriptive representatives are more likely to take advantage of a large
advocacy window, especially for those groups that are generally con-
sidered to be less deserving of government assistance.

When it comes to the advocacy window, there are important differ-
ences between the House and the Senate. First, while group size played an
important role in the House in determining whether or not a member
would have a reputation for at least a superficial level of advocacy, in the
Senate, group size plays a significant role for only a limited number of
groups. Specifically, group size has the expected significant and positive
effect for those groups that are broadly considered to be deserving of
government assistance, like seniors and veterans. For nearly all other
groups, the size of the group constituency within a state is not
a significant factor.

This implies that, in the Senate, the acceptable “floor” for groups that
are not held in high esteem in the country is in fact doing nothing at all.
Generally speaking, there are more constituent groups that are vying for
the attention of a senator than a member of the House, and any one
particular group is less likely to be a dominant force in a state, compared
to a congressional district. Therefore, it tends to be only the disadvantaged
groups who are held in high regard who are able to command enough
influence to raise the floor of their advocacy window to match their
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presence within the state. Other constituent groups are markedly less
likely to be resentful of a senator who advocates for the veterans and
seniors in their state, for example, than for other disadvantaged groups
that are viewed skeptically, making it a less electorally risky choice.

Second, while group ambient temperature may well still serve as
a ceiling for the potential level of representation a legislator can offer
a group, hardly any senators actually aim to reach that ceiling. When
evaluated independently, having a higher ambient temperature in and of
itself does not make a senator more likely to form a reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate, regardless of the group being con-
sidered. Bringing descriptive representatives into the mix, however, adds
important nuance into this discussion.

In theHouse, descriptive representatives are generally more likely to form
a reputation as a group advocate as ambient temperature goes up and the
advocacy window increases in size. But in the Senate, descriptive representa-
tives tend to invert that behavior – they are more likely to have a reputation
as a group advocatewhen the ambient temperature in a state is low,with that
advantage over nondescriptive representatives fading away as ambient tem-
perature and the advocacy window increases. This implies that there is
a fundamental difference between members of the House and the Senate in
how they view their advocacy window, and when they are sparked into
action.

As a general rule, for both senators and members of the House, descrip-
tive representatives tend to be more likely to craft a reputation as a group
advocate. But in the Senate, these descriptive representatives may instead be
more likely to act when things feel dire – when the advocacy window is
closer to closing. Senators who are themselves disadvantaged group mem-
bers (especially those who are descriptive representatives for less well-
regarded groups) face a constant pressure between group identity and
electoral viability, and tend to be pushed into action only when they
perceive the threat level against their group to be particularly high.
Members of the House, on the other hand, will act when they see the
greatest opportunity at the lowest risk – when the advocacy window is
large.

The tale of two senators from Illinois can illustrate both the vast level of
discretion that senators possess when cultivating their reputations, as well as
the additional levels of risk that descriptive representativesmay sometimes be
willing to take on relative to senators who are not themselves a member of
a disadvantaged group. Illinois is one of the more racially/ethnically diverse
states in the country, and has become evenmore so over the course of the last
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fewdecades.During the 1990s, Illinoiswas also a statewith one of the lowest
ambient temperatures toward racial/ethnic minorities. In 1992, Carol
Moseley-Braun (D) became the first Black woman elected to the US Senate.
During her first and only term in the Senate, she built a reputation as
a primary advocate for racial/ethnic minorities, despite the relatively low
ceiling of her advocacy window in Illinois. Less than a decade after Sen.
Moseley-Braun’s defeat in her reelection battle, Illinois sent another Black
representative to the Senate. Sen. Barack Obama (D), likely with his eyes on
a national constituency rather than the state of Illinois alone, made the
opposite decision, and chose not to integrate racial advocacy into his legisla-
tive reputation.

5.9 conclusion

Senators tend to face additional stressors as the result of responsibilities
that come with representing an entire state. Relative to the average con-
gressional district, states contain considerably more groups that a senator
must adjudicate between when making decisions about the legislative
reputation they wish to cultivate. As discussed in Chapter 3, it is simply
not possible to build a reputation as an advocate for all the different
groups that are present within their state – they must be strategic, and
they must choose wisely. This makes them much less likely to stick their
neck out to represent a group that is generally viewed as being less
deserving of government assistance, out of fears that it will frustrate non-
group members, and diminish their chances of reelection.

This chapter has shown that, unlike in the House, the size of
a disadvantaged group within a district generally does not increase the
likelihood that a senator will form a reputation as a disadvantaged-group
advocate, unless the group is broadly considered to be deserving of gov-
ernment assistance. Likewise, though group ambient temperature had
a positive independent effect on member reputation in the House, in the
Senate, disadvantaged group ambient temperature is not a significant
driving factor in reputation formation. These distinctions also shed light
on important differences in the way that senators and members of the
House make use of the advocacy window.

In the House, the advocacy window holds up well as a means of
representing the amount of discretion amember has in choosing the extent
to which they devote their legislative reputation to serving the needs of
disadvantaged group members, with descriptive representatives as the
most likely to take advantage of a large advocacy window. In the
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Senate, however, the advocacy window works slightly differently. Rather
than having a floor of expected advocacy that is in line with the size of the
group within a district, the minimum level of anticipated advocacy in the
Senate tends to be none at all, unless a disadvantaged group is considered
to be particularly deserving of government assistance. Additionally, given
their risk-averse nature, senators only rarely shoot for the ceiling of their
advocacy window, as set by the general ambient temperature toward
a group in a district, unless they are themselves a descriptive representa-
tive. And if they are, unlike in the House, where descriptive representa-
tives are more likely to take advantage of a larger advocacy window,
senators feel more pressure to act in the face of an advocacy window
that is especially narrow.

To account for some of the variations in the institutional and electoral
environments faced by members of the House and the Senate, this chapter
also introduced and evaluated three alternative hypotheses to explain
reputation formation in the Senate. The first, the electoral insecurity
hypothesis, argued that senators with more marginal victories in their
most recent elections would be less likely to work to craft a reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate, out of fear that it would reduce their
chances of success in their upcoming election. The second, the in-state
differentiation hypothesis, built off of insights from Schiller (2000b) to
assert that senators with a same-state counterpart who already has
a reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate are less likely to them-
selves have a reputation for advocacy of the same group. Finally, the
collective amplification hypothesis asserted that the larger the number of
senators with reputations as group advocates present in a given Congress,
the more likely that others would elect to incorporate such advocacy into
their reputation. After performing the analysis, only the collective ampli-
fication hypothesis was supported, implying that the presence of other
advocates within the institution will encourage additional senators to
include advocacy for disadvantaged groups in their own legislative repu-
tation as well, at least at a superficial level.

In the next and penultimate chapter, I flip on its head the analysis as it
has been performed up to this point, and instead consider member repu-
tation as a pivotal explanatory variable. In doing so, I am able to specific-
ally evaluate several of the potential drawbacks inherent to prior research
in which specific legislative actions are assumed to be the preferred means
of representing disadvantaged groups, and thereby carve out a new poten-
tial direction for legislative scholars to follow. Specifically, I analyze the
extent to which members with reputations for disadvantaged-group
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advocacy tend to use bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as tools for
building or maintaining their legislative reputations, and discuss the role
that the committee structure and the perceived deservingness of
a particular group can play in shaping sponsorship and cosponsorship
decisions. This provides further evidence of the value of using legislative
reputation as a primary measure of representation with the inherent
flexibility required to apply across the range of disadvantaged groups.
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