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ABSTRACT The Senate Budget Committee is a unique and potentially powerful institution
in the US legislature. It was begun to help coordinate the federal budget making process in
the US Senate. Long-term trends and short-term institutional dynamics have weakened
the coordinating capacity of the committee to the point that the budget process was entirely
ignored in 2011. This article explores these changes. It shows evidence for Democrats and
Republicans on the committee moving further apart ideologically since the 1970s resulting
in more partisanship and less deliberation on the committee. It also shows how a combi-
nation of a narrow Democratic majority on the committee along with a recent uptick in
ideological heterogeneity among Democrats but without prospects for bipartisanship,
resulted in no budget process in 2011.

The US Constitution gives the
power to spend and tax to
the federal government’s
legislative branch. Currently,
this includes 435 representa-

tives in the US House of Representatives
and 100 senators in the US Senate. Each is
elected with particular interests and causes
in mind. Such a design presents severe
coordination issues, particularly with bud-
geting. To help coordinate fiscal policy,
the Congressional Budget Act of 1974 was
passed. Among other things, it created bud-
get committees in both chambers of the
legislature. The committees were tasked
with setting overall spending levels for
broad budget categories (often called “func-
tions”) and targets for revenues in a bud-
get resolution. The resolution may also
contain language to instruct authorizing
committees to make policy reforms that
change revenues or mandatory spending.
This is called “reconciliation language.” All
this makes the budget committees unique

and, potentially, very powerful (Schick
2007). The work of all other committees
and all facets of federal government may
be affected by the resolution.

By now, the committees have existed for
a lengthy period of time. The Senate Bud-
get Committee (SBC) has preserved good
records since its inception.1 Based on those
records, this article investigates the work-
ings of this committee in some depth. First,
we see if senators assigned to the SBC
reflect all senators in the extent of their
polarization measured with floor votes.
This first section isolates two important
trends: a recent uptick in ideological het-
erogeneity among SBC Democrats and a
longer, more dominant, trend favoring
polarization between parties and ideolog-
ical homogeneity within parties. In sec-
tion two of the article, we explore how the
recent uptick in ideological heterogeneity
hampered Democratic efforts to produce a
budget resolution for fiscal year 2012 and
how the debt limit negotiations offered an
unprecedented response. In section three,
we explore how the markup process has
changed given the longer and more domi-
nant trends of polarized and more homog-
enous parties. The evidence points to

growing partisanship and declining delib-
eration during markup.

IDEOLOGY AND COMMITTEE
MEMBERSHIP

The two major parties in the Senate have
grown increasingly more polarized from
each other (McCarty et al. 2006). Repub-
licans and Democrats are further apart
ideologically and finding less common
ground on public policy. The members
appointed to the SBC are no exception.
Figure 1 plots Poole and Rosenthal’s (1997)
DW-Nominate scores of legislators’ ideo-
logical ideal points for the average Repub-
lican and the average Democrat on the
committee (black lines) and in the senate
(gray lines) from 1975 to 2010.2 Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party
control.

Partisans on the committee are polar-
izing. The most substantial movements
apart began in the early 1990s.3 Begin-
ning in the early 2000s, Republicans on
the committee moved further to the right
than their Democratic counterparts moved
to the left. This is because Republicans
made notable changes in the membership
of the SBC after gaining control in the
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November 2002 elections. They replaced
Republicans like Olympia Snowe, Gor-
don Smith, and Chuck Hagel with stronger
conservatives like Michael Enzi, Jeff Ses-
sions, and Jim Bunning.

Although not so pronounced, other
periods of changed party control helped
drive polarization as increased seat allot-
ments on the SBC were given to strong
ideologues. The shading in figure 1 shows
that in 1981, as with 2003, the Republican
Party’s committee assignments moved the
average ideal point of Republican mem-
bers to the right. Democrats appointed
more liberal members to the committee
after their most recent takeover in 2007.
They did not exhibit this sort of behavior
in their first two takeovers in the series nor
did Republicans after the 1994 election.

Several other factors can account for
variability in the series. Members’ ideolo-
gies may grow more conservative or lib-
eral over time. Membership changes may
occur even while senate control remains
the same. For example, decreased or
increased margins for the party in power
may result in fewer or greater seats on the
committee. Also, members may leave the
committee and need to be replaced. As

always with statistical analyses, some of
the variability is explained by measure-
ment error. Variability in this series com-
ports well with analogous data on the
Senate as a whole (McCarty et al. 2006)
but with one exception: Republicans on
the committee took a stronger and, so far,
persistent turn to the right than all Repub-
licans in the Senate beginning in 2003.

The parties have moved further apart
ideologically in the SBC. Have they become
more alike within party? Figure 2 tells the
story. It plots the variability around the
average ideal point (measured as the stan-
dard deviation) for Republican and Dem-
ocratic committee members (black lines)
and the full senate (gray lines) from 1975
to 2010. Republican committee members
have been ideologically more heteroge-
neous than their Democratic counterparts
over most of the series. Both have experi-
enced increased homogeneity over time.
They have become more alike within party.
The Republican SBC assignments follow-
ing the November 2002 election, as dis-
cussed previously, explain the sharp
decrease in variability in 2003. The trend
is similar for the Senate as a whole but Sen-
ate Republicans are more heterogeneous

than committee Republicans with an
exception when Republicans on the com-
mittee began drifting toward ideological
diversity beginning in the 1990s, peaking
in the early 2000s and steering back in
2003. Democrats on the committee better
reflect Democrats in the Senate as whole
until the late 1990s when the latter became
consistently more ideologically heteroge-
neous than the former.

Very recent history has seen Demo-
crats, particularly those on the committee,
bucking the trend toward homogeneity.
Since the 2006 election, when Democrats
made very substantial gains, their commit-
tee members have grown increasingly
unalike ideologically. The last time Demo-
crats on the committee experienced such
ideological variability was more than 15
years before. Democratic heterogeneity
matched that of Republicans in 2010, an
occurrence unseen since 1976. This recent
movement may help us understand an
anomalous situation in 2011.

DEMOCRATIC PARTY DISUNITY IN 2011

For the first time in the history of the SBC,
2011 saw no publicly proposed budget res-
olution by the majority party. Further, for
the first time in 10 years and only the sec-
ond time in the history of the SBC, there
was no budget resolution markup pro-
cess.4 The first was in 2001. The Senate
and the SBC were evenly divided between
Republicans and Democrats in that year.
In theSsenate, a tie vote can be broken by
the vice president (then Richard Cheney).
There is no analogous procedure on an
evenly divided SBC. If a resolution receives
a tie vote, it fails. Republicans, thus,
skipped the committee markup process and
presented a budget straight to the Senate
floor. So what explains 2011?

Some argue that Senate Democrats
have not proposed a fiscal year 2012 bud-
get because 2011 was an exceptional year.
The president, Senate Democrats and
House Republicans were negotiating over
deficit reduction plans to enable a debt
limit increase. However, 76 separate mea-
sures have altered the debt limit since
March 1962 according to the US Office of
Management and Budget (OMB). Those
votes and other major negotiations have
not altered the budget resolution process
so dramatically. Also, the debt limit nego-
tiations did not keep Republicans on the
House Budget Committee from passing a
budget resolution. Although legislator ideal
points do not yet exist for 2011, we can seek

F i g u r e 1
Poole and Rosenthal’s (1997) DW-Nominate scores of
legislators’ ideological ideal points for the average
Republican (solid line) and the average Democrat (dashed
lines) on the Senate Budget Committee (black lines) and the
full senate (gray lines) from 1975 to 2010 (see note 2). Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party control.
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to explain changes in committee member-
ship and the trend toward ideological het-
erogeneity for the majority party from 2006
to 2010 and see how this helps us under-
stand the anomaly of 2011.

Figure 3 shows the number of commit-
tee partisans from 1975 to 2011 grouped by
consecutive years of unchanging seat allot-
ment. In 2006, Republicans were in the
majority and held 12 seats to the Demo-
crats 10. The November elections gave
Democrats the Senate and 12 seats on the
SBC. Republicans lost one seat, down to
11. The Democrats picked up more Senate
seats in November 2008 and increased their
committee margin 13 to 10. It is in this
period (from 2007 to 2010) that Democrats
on the committee became more ideologi-
cally heterogeneous. To understand why,
let us explore the ideological ideal points
of senators who left and senators who
joined the committee.

Figure 4 shows the ideal points for
Democrats who served on the SBC in 2006
only (white squares), in 2010 only (gray
squares) and in both years (black squares).5
Senators’ Feingold and Nelson anchored
the ideological extremes for the Demo-
crats. The three senators who left the com-

mittee after 2006 but before 2010
(Sarbanes, Johnson, and Menendez) were
well within these extremes. The senators
who replaced them or filled additional

Democratic seats on the committee were
much more ideologically diverse than the
remaining members (although still within
the range set by Feingold and Nelson).
Sanders and Whitehouse represented the
far left of the party whereas Warner and
Begich represented the party’s conserva-
tive wing. Merkley tended to be more cen-
trist than his cohort of new senators but to
the left of all but Feingold among those
who served in 2006.

This new and ideologically more diverse
group of Democrats on the SBC worked
together to report a budget resolution out
of committee in 2010.6 But the dynamic
changed in 2011. After the 2010 election,
the Democrats’ seat allotment was reduced
by one, 12 seats to the Republicans 10.7 This
gave any one committee Democrat the
power to kill a budget resolution during
markup by voting against the chairman’s
mark. And some threatened just this. Sen-
ator Sanders, for example, made clear on
the Senate floor that he would not support
a budget that did not increase taxes as
much as it decreased spending.

To appease liberal Democrats, Demo-
cratic chairman Kent Conrad of the SBC
assembled a budget proposal (for internal
Democratic review) recommending an
equal share of spending cuts and tax
increases. It called for revenue from a mil-
lionaire surtax advocated by Sanders. Con-
servative Democrats on the SBC were
largely muted about the idea in public but

F i g u r e 2
Standard deviation of Poole and Rosenthal’s (1997)
DW-Nominate scores of legislators’ ideological ideal points
for Republicans (solid line) and Democrats (dashed lines) on
the Senate Budget Committee (black lines) and the full
senate (gray lines) from 1975 to 2010 (see note 2). Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party control.

F i g u r e 3
The number of Senate Budget Committee Republicans (in
black) and Democrats (in gray) from 1975 to 2010 grouped by
consecutive years of unchanging seat allotment.
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gave indications that the proposal held too
much revenue generation. In an interview
with a reporter from The Hill, Senator
Begich said of the millionaire surtax, “I
think it’s going to be a hard issue.” He went
on to recommend less-ambitious tax mea-
sures such as allowing temporary tax cuts
to expire (Becker 2011).

This presented Chairman Conrad with
a situation similar in some ways to the
one faced by Republican Chairman Pete
Domenici in 2001. If just one Democrat
voted against the budget resolution in
committee, there would be as many mem-
bers voting for as against the resolution
and it would fail. Conrad would need to
keep his entire coalition together. By
appeasing liberals, he would alienate con-
servative Democrats. Should he appease
these conservatives, liberals would turn
against his proposed resolution. An
attempt to report a resolution out of com-
mittee would likely meet with failure.
Unlike 2001, Democrats were clearly in the
majority. They would look fractured and
incapable of governing to the American
people. Ultimately, Conrad avoided this
situation by shifting focus to the debt-
limit negotiations.8

Senate Majority Leader Reid proposed
deeming budget resolutions for fiscal years
2012 and 2013 as part of his 2011 debt-
limit increase plan. In a Congressional
Research Service report, Lynch (2011)

describes “deeming resolutions” as “. . . leg-
islation which is deemed to serve as an
annual budget resolution for purposes of
establishing enforceable budget levels for
a budget cycle (1).” Budgets have been
deemed in the past when, for example,
budget resolutions have been passed by
each chamber of Congress but cannot be
reconciled in a conference agreement or
when passage of a resolution is tardy
(Lynch 2011). The deeming proposed in
Reid’s plan is unprecedented for two rea-
sons. First, it deems a budget resolution
while entirely skirting the budget process
outlined in the Congressional Budget Act
of 1974. Second, it deems a budget a year
in advance.9 Republican senators had been
critical of the Democrats’ incapacity to pro-
duce a budget but, in return for more secu-
rity spending, the Republican Senate
leadership agreed to the deeming provi-
sion in the compromise bipartisan plan
(the Budget Control Act of 2011). It has
since become law and inherently weakens
a budget process that has already become
increasingly problematic over time. “How”
is discussed next.

POLARIZATION AND THE CHANGING
MARKUP PROCESS

Growing Partisanship
The dominant trends in figures 1 and 2
show growing ideological polarization
between parties and growing ideological

homogeneity within parties. This trend has
greatly influenced the markup process. If
there is one year that most drives this
change, it is 1993. President Clinton had
just taken the oath of office. Democrats had
a unified government with majorities in
both the House and Senate for the first
time in more than two decades. The SBC
moved relatively quickly that year. They
had markup on the resolution from March
9 to 11, 1993.10 According to Congressional
Quarterly, the accelerated pace was
intended “to get a quick vote on the bud-
get plan and its promise of broad deficit
reduction before turning to Clinton’s con-
troversial stimulus spending plan (Hager
1993).”

The Democrats moved confidently.
They were particularly partisan with
Republican amendments during markup.
An enormous proportion of minority party
amendments (83%) were tabled and
defeated with party-line votes by SBC
Democrats. Twenty-four of 29 amendments
were tabled by the majority with these
strict party-line votes. The remaining five
were tabled with one or two Republicans
joining the Democrats. To that period, the
proportion of minority party amendments
that received party-line votes never
exceeded one third and was usually much
less. Democrats also reported the final res-
olution out of committee with a party-line
vote. This outcome was very rare to that
point. Before 1993, only three of 27 resolu-
tions were reported with party-line votes.
Since then, nearly all (15 of 17) have been.
Floor action on budgetary measures also
proved to be very partisan in 1993 (Joyce
and Meyers 2001).

A series of figures show the changing
nature of the markup process. The first two
figures point to 1993 as a watershed year in
ushering in an era of partisanship on the
committee. The next two figures show
declining deliberations during the markup
process. Figure 5 shows the percent of
amendments receiving party-line votes
during markup.11 Shaded areas indicate
periods of Democratic Party control. Data
for 2001 do not exist because there was no
markup process that year as described pre-
viously. The fraction of amendments expe-
riencing party-line votes ranged from a low
of 0 in several years to 93% in 2006. This
fraction has tended to grow over time with
a regime shift beginning in 1993. All but
one year with 0 party-line votes on amend-
ments preceded 1993. After 1993, regard-
less of which party had control, there

F i g u r e 4
Common Space DW-Nominate ideal points for Democrats
who served on the Senate Budget Committee in 2006 only
(white squares), in 2010 only (gray squares) and in both years
(black squares).
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tended to be many party-line amendment
votes.

Members of the majority and minority
party propose amendments during mark-
up. Most of the minority party amend-
ments fail. Those amendments that pass
garner some majority party supporters.
Such amendments show evidence of
bipartisanship. Figure 6 shows the num-
ber of minority party sponsored amend-
ments with recorded votes from 1975 to
2010.12 The black portion of each bar shows
the number of minority sponsored amend-
ments that were rejected by the committee
while the gray portion shows the number
of such amendments that passed. Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party
control.

In 1993, only minority sponsored
amendments were proposed. None passed.
They were all tabled wholly or mostly
by majority party senators. This altered
the dynamic of markup in ensuing years.
Before 1993, an average of 4.9 or 32% of
minority sponsored amendments passed
(among years where at least one minor-
ity sponsored amendment was offered).
After 1993, an average of less than one
or 6% of minority sponsored amend-
ments passed. Bipartisanship was replaced
with heavy partisanship. This was cer-
tainly an evolutionary process, but 1993

emerges as an important transformational
year.

Declining Deliberation
There are many indicators, anecdotal and
empirical, that show a decreased willing-
ness to negotiate in good faith over bud-
gets. Jim Hearn began working for the
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) in
1984 and has been on the SBC since 1995.
He is currently the longest serving mem-
ber of the staff (both minority and major-
ity) and is director for Federal Programs
and Budget Process. He remembers wit-
nessing, as a CBO analyst, markups of bud-
get resolutions in the 1980s where real
deliberation and discussion occurred. Dur-
ing the 1990s, this changed. When he
joined the SBC in 1995, everything in
markup seemed perfunctory, he recalled.
Markup commenced before the minority
had an opportunity to even see the
chairman’s proposed budget resolution.
The minority party proposed amendments
without knowing with certainty what was
in the resolution. Little negotiation was
had, and little compromise was reached.

F i g u r e 5
The percent of amendments receiving party-line votes during
markup. Amendments that passed with voice votes or
unanimous consent are excluded. Shaded areas indicate
periods of Democratic Party control. Data for 2001 do not
exist because there was no markup process that year.

F i g u r e 6
The number of minority party sponsored amendments with
recorded votes from 1975 to 2010. Amendments that passed
with voice votes or unanimous consent are excluded. The
black portion of each bar shows the number of minority
sponsored amendments that were rejected by the Senate
Budget Committee while the gray portion shows the number
of minority sponsored amendments that passed. Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party control. Data for
2001 do not exist because there was no markup process that
year.
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This was true whether Republicans or
Democrats were in the majority.

Empirical evidence of declining delib-
eration on the SBC also exists. Figure 7
shows the number of days spent deliber-
ating during markup on the first budget
resolution in each year from 1975 to 2010.13

Shaded areas indicate periods of Demo-
cratic Party control. The number of days
spent has decreased substantially from
an average of 5 to 6 days per year from
1975–1987 to only 2 in the 2000s.14 Fig-
ure 8 plots the number of transcript pages
for the first budget resolution markup in
each year from 1975 to 2010. The same
trend is evident. As markup hearings have
become more perfunctory, the debate,
deliberation, negotiation, and compro-
mise that fill transcript pages have
declined dramatically.15

CONCLUSION

Polarization has changed the workings of
the SBC. The long trend of parties moving
further apart ideologically and more
homogenous within party has resulted in
more partisanship in crafting a resolution,
amending a resolution and reporting it to
the floor. It has resulted in fewer legiti-
mate deliberations, less compromise and,
generally, more perfunctory exercises.

Democratic Party members on the SBC
have very recently experienced a trend
moving in the other direction. They have

become more ideologically diverse. The
gulf between Democrats and Republicans
is still large. This recent movement does
not portend growing cooperation between
the two parties on the committee. That,
coupled with a small seat lead on the com-
mittee, has made it difficult for the SBC to
agree on or report a budget resolution for

fiscal year 2012. Rather, in an unprec-
edented move, the Senate has deemed a
budget resolution as part of the debt-limit
increase in the Budget Control Act not only
for fiscal year 2012 but also for fiscal year
2013, all while skirting the budget process
outlined in the Congressional Budget Act
of 1974.

The recent move toward ideological
diversity by Democrats on the committee
should be monitored to see if Democrats
change their strategy given recent hard-
ships. Also, the long trend toward parti-
san polarization and its affect on the
budget process deserves further inspec-
tion. Particularly, what explains partisan
polarization and why do the early 1990s
often emerge as a transformational time
for this phenomenon? Although literature
exists that seeks to understand the roots
of polarization (see Parent and Bafumi
(forthcoming) for a review), there is no real
consensus among the scholarship. This is
left to ongoing and future research.

When committees do not operate prop-
erly, the legislature does not operate prop-
erly. The findings here speak to a weakened
legislature. Such an institution finds it eas-
ier to delegate powers to a smaller subset
of actors such as party leaders or even rivals
in the system of separated powers such as
the presidency. This delegation compro-
mises what is perhaps the key function of
the legislature, being broadly accountable

F i g u r e 7
The number of days spent deliberating during markup on
the first budget resolution in each year from 1975 to 2010.
Shaded areas indicate periods of Democratic Party control.
Data for 2001 do not exist because there was no markup
process that year.

F i g u r e 8
The number of transcript pages for the first budget
resolution markup in each year from 1975 to 2010. Shaded
areas indicate periods of Democratic Party control. Data for
2001 do not exist because there was no markup process that
year.
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to the people. The normative implications
of this should and no doubt will preoccupy
scholars for some time to come.
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N O T E S

1. Particularly, the SBC has kept very good records
in committee reports and prints of what tran-
spires when considering budget resolutions
during markup. This includes lists of amend-
ments, amendment sponsors, votes on amend-
ments by senator and final votes by senator on
the resolution. Unfortunately, the same cannot
be said of the House Budget Committee. Before
1995, their committee reports listed none of this
information.

2. Ideological ideal points tell us how liberal or
conservative an actor (in this case, a legislator) is
relative to other actors who vote on the same, or
an overlapping set of, items (in this case, floor
bills). DW-Nominate ideal points are estimated
by congressional session. Variability across years
within session may exist for average ideal points
on the committee due to membership changes.
Such variability is not present in the senate as a
whole. Updated data and a wealth of additional
information are available on Poole’s website
(http://www.voteview.com/). A full exposition of
the background and use of ideal points can be
found in Poole and Rosenthal (1997).

3. This jives nicely with the work of budget scholar
Allen Schick (2007) who writes, “In the House,
the budget committee’s preresolution consulta-
tions have always been partisan. In the Senate,
during the early years of the process, the chair
reached out to the minority party in an effort to

broaden support for the resolution. Since the
early 1990s, however, partisanship has driven a
wedge between Democrats and Republicans on
the Senate Budget Committee (p. 136).” Parent
and Bafumi (forthcoming) discuss reasons why
elite polarization may be so pronounced begin-
ning in the early 1990s. We introduce the
explicator of reduced international threat (with
the weakening and eventual collapse of the So-
viet Union) to the literature.

4. As defined by the official Senate online glossary,
markup refers to, “The process by which con-
gressional committees and subcommittees de-
bate, amend, and rewrite proposed legislation.”

5. These ideal points are common space DW-
Nominate scores. They use all votes cast by legis-
lators throughout their congressional career to
generate the estimates.

6. The resolution, however, did not receive a vote
on the senate floor.

7. Senator Feingold lost re-election and Senator
Byrd passed on. Because two Democratic mem-
bers could no longer serve on the committee but
only one Democratic seat was lost, newly elected
Senator Coons was assigned a seat.

8. Like Domenici, Conrad could have used proce-
dural rules to report his budget directly to the
senate floor. He did not. This may speak to Con-
rad’s legislative and political persona, one with
disdain for regular order. He may not have felt
compelled to pass a budget resolution favoring
other means to attain his budget priorities.

9. In a gentlemen’s agreement, Chairman Conrad
has promised to have markup for a fiscal year
2013 budget resolution. Should this materialize,
any resolution will be constrained by the Budget
Control Act.

10. They had not begun that early in the year since
1986 and would not again for about ten years.

11. Amendments that passed with voice votes or
unanimous consent are excluded because they
tend to be uncontroversial and poorly measure
voting dynamics on the committee.

12. Those that are passed with voice votes or unani-
mous consent are excluded because they tend to
be uncontroversial and poorly measure voting
dynamics on the committee.

13. From 1975 to 1981, 2 or 3 resolutions were pro-
posed and deliberated over during markup. After
1981, only one resolution was proposed each

year. For more information, see Heniff and Mur-
ray (2011).

14. Add in days from the second or third markups
and the decline is even more pronounced.

15. Another take on these data is that the post-
Watergate era ushered in an era of bipartisan-
ship that over time abated.
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credit accomplishments aimed at enhancing teaching in the
profession and it will recognize contributions spanning years
or an entire career.

Call for Nominations:

The deadline for nominations is January 13, 2012. The first
award will be given during the 2012 Annual Meeting in New 
Orleans, Louisiana. Nominations from departments, chairs, 
colleagues, and self-nominations are welcome.

The APSA Distinguished Teaching Award

For any questions or concerns regarding the award,

please email APSATeachingAward@apsanet.org or call

APSA’s National Office at 202-483-2512

Learn more at
www.apsanet.org/teachingaward
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