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winning congressional candidates comprise the congressional parties’ respec-
tive electoral constituencies. Differences in the ideological makeup of electoral 
constituencies can be measured by subtracting the mean self-placement on the 
7-point NES ideological scale (see note 8) of respondents who voted for one 
party’s winning candidates from the mean self-placement of those who voted 
for the other party’s winning candidates. Figure 5-8 displays the growth in the 
ideological distance between the House and Senate parties’ electoral constitu-
encies since 1972. In the 1970s, ideological differences were modest, about 0.5 
points on the 7-point scale. By 2008, the gaps had more than tripled for both 
chambers.16 

The Evolution of Congressional Campaigns
Congressional campaigns have evolved in ways that have both echoed and 
enhanced the growing partisan coherence and ideological polarization of Congress 
and the congressional electorate. The most consequential changes have occurred 
in the financial domain. Not only have candidates spent increasing sums trying to 
win elections, but so have parties and, most recently, their allies in nonparty orga-
nizations. The end result is that most potentially competitive races—those in 
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Figure 5-7  The Polarization of Senate Constituencies, 1952–2010

Source: Compiled by author.


