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disappearance of electoral competition, but the large swings in electoral fortunes 
that followed these periods of electoral stasis point to the real source of low turn-
over: the absence of a significant national partisan tide. In years when voter senti-
ment has turned clearly against a party, its rival has exploited the opportunity by 
recruiting and financing superior candidates, expanding the number of competi-
tive candidacies, and producing the dramatic shifts in partisan fortunes observed 
in 1994, 2006 to 2008, and 2010. More generally, the change in a party’s share of 
seats is strongly and directly responsive to changes in its share of votes, and this 
relationship has not changed over the four decades.41 The same analysis applies 
to Senate elections, although as usual with the greater idiosyncrasy generated by 
the cyclical pattern of Senate contests. 

There is no evidence, then, of any general decline in competition for con-
gressional seats. Were it not for the expanded financial efforts of party commit-
tees and their allies, however, the growth of party loyalty and the decline in the 
number of states and districts with a close partisan balance would most prob-
ably have reduced the number of competitive races. Abundant financial resources 
have given the parties leeway to invest in longer shots, some of which have paid 
off. In technical terms, party officials now worry less about wasting money on 
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Figure 5-16  The Competitiveness of House Elections, 1972–2010

Source: 1972–2006: Norman J. Ornstein, Thomas E. Mann, and Michael J. Malbin, Vital 
Statistics on Congress 2008 (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution, 2008); 2008–2010: 
Compiled by author.


