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Abstract
Many recorded roll calls in Congress each year are votes on bills that have no chance of
becoming law, or are purely symbolic, or are procedural without policy content. Yet mod-
els of voting and measurement models of member preferences make assumptions that vote
choices are largely about utility derived from policies. We consider the possibility that votes
plausibly connected to policy and votes not plausibly connected to policy may have dif-
ferent data-generating processes and rely on different utility functions. Substantively, sim-
ilarity across different contexts for policy change implies an importance of messaging over
policy. Methodologically, similarity across these contexts is necessary to avoid biasing esti-
mates of member preferences. We find that members’ voting patterns are highly stable
across contexts in which policy change is credible and not credible. This indicates that
existing measures of ideal points are likely not dramatically biased by the inclusion of
policy-irrelevant votes.
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On 21 March 2010, members of the House of Representatives cast votes that shaped
American politics for the rest of the decade.1 The bill in question, the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act (“ACA”), offered the most significant changes
to American healthcare policy in decades. The 21 March vote had an air of finality; a
mixture of electoral and procedural circumstances meant that the bill could not be
modified further.2 Pass and the bill would go to President Barack Obama and

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press

1H.R. 3590, 21 March 2010, the 165th roll call of 2010, passed 219–212.
2This inability to modify was due to the unforeseen circumstances of Ted Kennedy’s death in 2009, fol-

lowed by the victory of Republican Scott Brown in the resulting special election in January 2010. This elimi-
nated the Democrats’ filibuster-proof majority in the Senate. Thus, the House faced a final up-or-down vote
on the exact text that had passed the Senate on the prior Christmas Eve. Even the slightest alteration of that
text would send the bill back to the Senate, where the Republicans had control of 41 anti-Obamacare votes,
enough to prevent further action. Any alternative approach to passage, such as through Budget
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become law; fail and “Obamacare” would go back to the drawing board to become a
much smaller programme. Facing a pivotal choice on the path of American health
insurance policy, a sufficient number of moderate Democrats voted for passage and
the bill became law. As a result, significant policy changes were set in motion in the
American healthcare system. The question of the wisdom of the ACA would be one
of the central axes of ideological and partisan conflict for the next decade.3

Less than a year later, on 19 January 2011, members of the now-Republican-
majority House again faced a roll call on the ACA – this time on its wholesale
repeal.4 However, there was something missing in the 19 January vote: any possi-
bility for policy change. The Senate remained under Democratic control, and
President Obama held his veto pen ready. Obamacare was not going to be repealed.
The best hope of reversing the policy was with the conservative-leaning US Supreme
Court. Nevertheless, the House voted to “repeal” the ACA. In total, the Republican-
majority House would repeal the ACA roughly once every six weeks over the last six
years of the Obama Administration. But the dozens of these votes had less combined
policy significance than the single pivotal March 2010 vote (O’Keefe 2014).5

The frequently confounding story of the House roll calls on the ACA raises sev-
eral interesting substantive and methodological questions about the study of voting
in Congress. The first is the difference between votes as messages and votes as pol-
icy. Mayhew (1974), among others, has argued that members take positions, and
they do not systematically seek policy. The policy consequences of a vote – distant
and uncertain – are less important than the message of the vote, which can redound
to the member’s popularity immediately.6 This implies that there should be little
difference between votes that have policy implications (such as the March 2010
ACA vote) and those that do not (such as the many symbolic votes during divided
government that followed). The method of vote choice is the same: the message is
the point. This is in stark contrast with many existing formal theoretical approaches
to voting in Congress, which heavily rely on actual policy as the driving force in
voting.

On a methodological level, the answer to this question is consequential. Our
dominant approaches to measuring member ideology rely on evaluating aggregated
votes. But the accumulation of all votes necessarily captures many votes with no
policy consequences at all. The underlying formal logic of these measurement mod-
els is a spatial policy vote choice game, but many (even most) votes will not

Reconciliation, would require significant changes in the law to reduce its scope and impact. After passing the
bill on 21 March, the Democrats would use the Budget Reconciliation process to make some changes to the
core bill that were possible under the Byrd rule.

3More than ten years after passage, in October 2020, the Affordable Care Act was still the primary point
of contention during the Senate Judiciary Committee confirmation hearings for Judge Amy Coney Barrett.

4H.R. 2, 19 January 2011, on the passage of the “Repealing the Job-Killing Health Care Law,” the 14th roll
call of 2011, passed 245–189.

5The story’s coda came in 2017, under unified Republicans government. With the possibility of actual
policy consequences, the House was unwilling to enact the sweeping repeal they had symbolically passed as
recently as 2016. Ultimately, Republicans settled for zeroing out the ACA’s tax for not having health insur-
ance as part of a more typical Republican tax-cut package.

6As Lee (2016, 146) argues, “message amendments and bills are not expected to pass. All that is necessary
is that it sounds good to constituencies outside Congress.” The goal is communication, not lawmaking.

2 Gray and Jenkins
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implicate policy. If the methods of vote choice are not constant across votes regard-
less of their policy implications, then the inclusion of these votes in measurement
models may bias our estimates. This could lead, for example, to overestimating par-
tisan ideological polarisation by inflating measures with numerous “meaningless”
votes – such as the many dozens of ACA-repeal votes, which for symbolic reasons
tended to perfectly divide the parties.

We evaluate this question by separating all roll calls during the four Obama
Administration Congresses (the 111th – 114th) into two bins: those with a clear
possibility of becoming law – which we call “credible policy votes” – and those with-
out. We perform two comparisons, one for a substantive point and one for a meth-
odological point. First, we compare the ideal point estimates obtained using just the
credible policy votes to estimates obtained using just the noncredible votes. What we
find largely supports a Mayhewian perspective: members appear to approach both
credible and noncredible votes (in terms of policy impacts) in substantially the same
way. The policy outcomemay not matter that much next to being seen voting for the
right policy. Though we find and analyse some minor differences, the overall rela-
tionship is considerable similarity.

Second, we evaluate the methodological question of whether common measure-
ment systems are biased by their use of noncredible votes. To do this, we compare
the measures obtained from the credible votes to those obtained using all votes. Here
again, we find minimal differences, implying that using data sets comprised of all
votes does not introduce material bias to political science research in most cases.

To assess whether this finding may be an artefact of the modern, highly polarised
Congress, we perform the same task on all roll calls during the four Eisenhower
Administration Congresses (the 83rd – 86th), a time when both parties were signif-
icantly more heterogeneous. We find essentially the same results as during the
Obama Administration. Finally, though our results largely support the continued
use of the leading measurement systems in the field, they do raise questions about
the importance of “policy” in the way ideal points are typically described and
framed. Rather than “revealed” spatial policy preferences, ideal points may better
reflect preferences over available positions to take.

The importance of policy in Congressional voting
Conventional models of voting in Congress assume that members have utility func-
tions over specific policy outcomes. It is commonly assumed that the set of out-
comes for a voting action is a line of possible policies.7 Spatial utility logic
provides a specific functional form to the simple idea that members will pick the
option most similar to their ideal policy. Voting games – such as Pivotal Politics
(Krehbiel 1998) – rely on each member having a preference over policy outcomes
that spatially dictates their vote on any given roll call. These theoretical approaches

7The underlying math and the utility framework are independent from any of the substantive labels we
apple, such as policy. However, the popular framing of the space being policy-related is most consistent for
the assumption that the line is constant for all members at once and that members vary solely in the utility
they would derive from different outcomes on the line, with said utility functions being very well behaved –
single-peaked, continuous and symmetrical.
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assume that the sole mechanism of voting choice is spatial proximity over policy.
The preferences may derive from a host of different sources – induced by elections
through voters or donors, induced by the demands of party membership, or perhaps
the durable personal principles of the legislator – but they are about policy
outcomes.

A similar spatial utility framework underlies measurement models of legislator
preferences – for example, in the Item Response Theory (IRT) framework of
Jackman (2001) and Clinton et al. (2004), or the NOMINATE system by Poole
and Rosenthal (1997, 2007) and Poole (2005). The IRT framework, for example,
is an expression of the standard spatial utility voting model, which happens to
be equivalent to a popular model of educational testing evaluation. These models
assume a shared space of policy over which members have varying ideal points.

Despite the exclusive focus on policy in the canonical models, the reality of
Congress is often quite different. One key aspect of Congressional voting is that
everyone gets the same policy in the end. If the proposal passes, all members get
the proposed policy. And most times, when the proposal fails, that policy is just
yesterday’s policy continued forward. The status quo dominates. Members are
not given a choice to take the policy they like between two options. They, and
the rest of the country, get whatever wins. Though they may take hundreds, or more
than a thousand, roll calls in a year, members of Congress produce relatively little
policy change, as evidenced by the number of significant enactments (Mayhew 2005;
Stathis 2014). Many policies are simply impossible to pass given the arrangement of
veto players (Krehbiel 1998; Gray and Jenkins 2019). This means that much of the
time, members are casting votes on things that will result in little or no policy
change. When the “game” is over, each receives the same policy – the current policy
– and this outcome is known in advance, as votes are only allowed to come to the
floor when leadership’s desired outcome will be reached.

This does not provide a natural fit with the benchmark models that both underlie
our theoretical explanations of Congress but also our measurement models that pro-
duce preference estimates used across thousands of research projects in political sci-
ence. Despite being about choosing between policies, most votes do not involve a
policy choice at all. Policy differences cannot be a mechanism for deciding vote out-
comes when there is no policy change no matter how the member votes. It is easy to
fill in nonpolicy motivations for voting: position-taking or “messaging” and main-
taining a consistent platform. Yet these are not part of the benchmark models nor of
the measurement models, which utilise thousands of votes that must ultimately rely
on these other considerations.

This raises several interesting possibilities. One is that members might have dif-
ferent voting approaches: one when policy may be credibly changed by a vote choice
and one when it may not. This would imply two different data-generating processes
and pose difficult questions about measurement models that bunch all votes
together. It is possible that true “policy preferences” are obscured by thousands
of symbolic and noncredible votes that are driven by a different voting calculus.
This could lead to biases, potentially over- or under-estimating concepts of interest
such as partisan polarisation. Existing work by Theriault (2008) and Jessee and
Theriault (2014) suggests that partisan polarisation is overestimated by the inclu-
sion of procedural votes, which lack policy content, and on which parties act

4 Gray and Jenkins
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cohesively. It is possible that even on substantive votes, many of them have no pos-
sible variation in policy outcome and thus rely on a different data-generating
process.

Alternatively, it is possible that policy was never that important to begin with.
Perhaps the act of voting is what members care about. In this conception, they vote
similarly regardless of whether the vote credibly could change policy, because they
want to be observed taking positions on things, regardless of whether they ever come
to be. Mayhew (1974, 62) provides a possible basis for this type of outcome-agnostic
voting: “The Congressman as position taker is a speaker rather than a doer. The
electoral requirement is not that he makes pleasing things happen but that he makes
pleasing judgmental statements. The position itself is the political commodity.”8

More than forty years later, Frances Lee (2016, 12) echoed this argument:
“Leaders and members regularly set up roll call votes in full knowledge that these
votes will have no effect on policy outcomes, but they nevertheless stage them for
messaging purposes.”

Position taking is a well-used concept in the study of American politics. Indeed,
some votes are colloquially called “messaging votes” or “position-taking votes,” as it
is accepted that their sole value is to message to their voters by taking a position on a
vote – or to force the opposition to take a position – with no actual policy conse-
quences for anyone. For example, in the last Republican-controlled Senate, then
Republican Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (KY) brought up a vote on a resolu-
tion on the “Green New Deal,” which he opposed, because he knew that it would fail
and sought to put Democrats “on the spot” – and require them to take a position on
the unpopular proposal. The idea that some votes are meant solely for messaging
purposes has been admitted by some members of Congress – including Speaker
Nancy Pelosi (R-CA) – and has been included more and more in journalistic
accounts of Congressional behaviour (Kiefer 2015; Becker 2018; McPherson
2018; 2019). “Messaging votes” even have their own entry in the index of Mitch
McConnell’s (2016) memoir.

The question remains whether a member’s utility function for votes of this type is
the same as the utility function for votes when the policy is actually up for change. If
they are different, this would suggest necessary changes or qualifications on existing
approaches to estimation of policy preferences, as those measures would be mixing
data from two different situations, relying on two different utility functions. If they
are the same, it implies the usefulness of those measures, but would also raise ques-
tions as to how we frame those measures.

Empirical analysis
We test whether there is evidence of two different approaches to voting depending
on the credibility of policy change resulting from a vote. To do this, we separate out
votes where there was a credible chance of a policy change resulting from that vote.
We focus on the four Congresses of the Obama presidency and estimate ideal points
on these votes, which we call the “Policy Set.” Our two separate ways of looking at

8Thirty years later, Mayhew (2004, xv) reaffirms this view: “I remain convinced that politicians often get
rewarded for taking positions rather than achieving effects.”

Journal of Public Policy 5
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this question – substantively and methodologically – necessitate two comparisons.
First, we compare ideal point estimates on this Policy Set to the same type of esti-
mation on the remaining votes deemed noncredible, which we call the “Non-Policy
Set.” If the possibility of policy change induces a different voting calculus or relies on
a different utility function, we should observe different results between the Policy
and Non-Policy Sets. Second, we compare the estimates from the Policy Set to the
estimates we would get in an estimation on all of the votes from these four
Congresses, which we call the Full Set. We find minimal differences in the
House and among Senate Democrats and modest differences in the Senate among
Republicans. In total, our findings imply a highly similar voting calculus for mem-
bers regardless of the policy stakes in a vote. This gives empirical weight to
Mayhew’s assertions that the position itself is the political commodity, not the policy
outcome.

Defining a “credible” vote

We separate all votes into two categories: those with a credible chance to change
policy and those that are noncredible as policy changes. Separating roll calls into
categories and analysing (or scaling) them independently is not new, of course.
Others, for example, have split procedural votes from policy votes (Theriault
2008; Jessee and Theriault 2014), close votes from lopsided votes (Snyder and
Groseclose 2000), amendment votes from others (Roberts and Smith 2003) and
votes in some policy domains from others (Clausen 1973; Peltzman 1984; Poole
and Rosenthal 1997). And, in general, concerns over the composition of the roll call
record have animated research for decades. Our question is also concerned with the
composition of roll calls, but we seek a new differentiation: final passage votes on
policies that also had a meaningful likelihood of being passed. This removes proce-
dural and amendment votes, but also removes policy votes on bills with minimal
likelihood of passing. We wish to recover the set of votes that were taken with
the real pressure of possibly changing the law in the United States (US).

Our approach of producing two bins (“credible” and “noncredible”) of votes is an
admitted dichotomous simplification over an unobserved continuous dimension of
likelihood of becoming law. We accomplish this categorisation by creating a set of
coding rules based exclusively on before-the-vote information. For each arrange-
ment of political power, we create a different set of coding rules. The Obama
Administration provides an interesting period for testing because it contains all
of the relevant divisions of power. In the first Congress (the 111th), Democrats
enjoyed first filibuster-proof unified control followed by filibuster-constrained uni-
fied control of government. In the two middle Congresses (the 112th and 113th),
Democrats controlled the Presidency and the Senate, but not the House. Finally, in
the 114th Congress, Republicans had unified control of Congress, while Democrats
retained the Presidency.9

As an initial matter, we consider only “passage votes” as possibly being credible
policy votes. These include votes on passage within a chamber, votes agreeing in full

9Analysing only eight years in the 21st century poses substantial limits to generalisability, and thus, we
subsequently replicate this analysis on the Eisenhower years.
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in amendments of another chamber and conference committee report votes. This
removes all procedural and amendment votes from consideration. Procedural votes
do not always have direct policy implications. One can vote for cloture but against a
bill. Similarly, amendments themselves do not change policy. Many are attached to
bills of little consequence and thus are themselves of little consequence. When they
are consequential, they are also included in the final passage roll call.

Additionally, we exclude all bills with nonmajority vote requirements. These bills
present different calculations because of their higher threshold for passage. Thus, we
do not consider the (few) votes on veto overrides during the Obama Administration.
We also do not consider passage votes taken under a “suspend the rules and agree”
question. In total, this leaves 1737 majority passage votes combined for the two
chambers across four Congresses.

Our classification approach is to rely on existing facts at the time of a vote to
predict the likelihood that the vote is credible to pass. We assume as a starting mat-
ter that there is a set of bills that are credible to pass regardless of the political dis-
tribution: “must-pass” legislation. These bills include annual appropriations bills,
continuing funding bills, debt ceiling increases, as well as emergency bills and
disaster-response bills. Though they may be subject to significant partisan fighting,
these are bills that Congress must – and does – pass regardless of who is in control
and thus when they are brought to the floor are credible to pass and become policy.

Unsurprisingly, we assume that votes advanced during periods of unified govern-
ment are more likely to become law than those advanced during divided govern-
ment. In general, we wish to include votes where the existing political
arrangement or previous legislative action on a bill points to a possibility of success.
We assume that some evidence of bipartisanship is required to predict success dur-
ing the periods where Congress is split between the two parties. We rely on the fact
that votes happen in sequence with one chamber going before the other. When a bill
passes in the House, we can say something when it comes up in the Senate based on
how the House minority (which is the Senate majority party) voted on the bill. Thus,
for example, a bill that passes in the House with zero support from Democrats does
not have high hopes in the Democrat-controlled Senate. However, a bill that passes
first in the House with significant bipartisan support implies a real possibility in the
Senate. Specifically, we choose bills receiving at least ten minority party votes in the
Senate or 20 minority party votes in the House as those where sufficient biparti-
sanship was possible for the bill to pass the second chamber.10 Once a bill has
reached the conference committee stage, we assume its passage is credible. We list
the technical coding rules for each arrangement of political power in Table 1. Of the
1737 majority-rule passage votes, we retain 582 as credible: 426 in the House and
156 in the Senate.

Because we analyse only four Congresses, with only a few members changing
between chambers, and relatively few votes, we do not attempt to create
“Common Space” scores. Instead, we estimate individual chamber-specific scores

10These numbers have an arbitrary component; another researcher may pick nine or 23. But these num-
bers convince us as suitable thresholds for bipartisanship. The number ten has intrinsic importance for the
minority party in the Senate due to the filibuster. There is no corresponding value in the House, and a
matching proportion would be large and restrictive. Thus, we settle on twenty as an indicative number.
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for the combined eight-year period. As is conventional, this relies on continuing
membership across Congresses to “bridge.” Specifically, we estimate conventional
single-dimension, two-parameter (IRT) models in which each roll call is treated
as an item or “question” (Martin et al. 2011). The model estimates a difficulty
parameter and discrimination parameter for each roll call along with an ability level
for each voter. In this case, ability levels are interpreted as “ideal points,” increasing
in conservatism.

Results
Do members vote similarly on credible and noncredible votes?

In each of the following figures, we compare the results obtained using conventional
one-dimensional IRT models on the Credible Set of votes with credible policy impli-
cations and the Non-Credible Set of all remaining votes. As the models are esti-
mated separately on the House and the Senate and the results are not
comparable, we analyse each individually. We first explore the results in the
House. In Figure 1, we present the distributions of Democrats11 and Republicans
with both the Credible Set and the Non-Credible Set.

We can only describe this result as remarkable similarity. Estimates based on
votes that might credibly impact policy return almost identical distributions of
Republicans and Democrats as measures based only on votes that are unlikely to
impact policy. Labels are hardly even necessary in the figure given their substantial

Table 1. Roll-call classification rules

Partisan Alignment

First Passage Vote Occurred in the : : :

House Senate

Unified Dem. Gov. • All must-pass legislation
(Appropriations, Debt Ceiling,
“emergency” bills)

• All reconciliation bills in the House
• All Senate passage votes where House
passed with >19 minority party votes

• All conference committee report final
passage votes

• All must-pass legislation
• All House passage votes after Senate
passage.

• All conference committee report final
passage votes

Rep. House, Dem.
Senate, Dem
Pres.

• All must-pass legislation
• All Senate passage votes where House
passed with >19 minority party votes

• All conference committee report final
passage votes

• All must-pass legislation
• All House passage votes after Senate
passage with >9 minority votes.

• All conference committee report final
passage votes

Unified Rep. Cong,
Dem. Pres.

• All must-pass legislation
• All conference committee report final
passage votes

• All Senate passage votes on bills passed
in the House with >289 votes

• All must-pass legislation
• All conference committee report final
passage votes

• All House passage votes on bills
passed in the Senate with >66 votes

11We define Democrats as including independents, such as Bernie Sanders, who caucus with the party.
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similarities. Unsurprisingly, in a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (K-S) difference of distribu-
tions test, we are unable to reject the null that they are both derived from the same
distribution. This is one first piece of evidence in favour of the perspectives offered
by Mayhew and Lee: behaviour on things totally unrelated to policy – like messaging
and partisan procedural games – produce the same apparent preference distribution
as policy votes. The correlation between the two is 0.97.

Changes in partisan distributions may be difficult to capture among so many
votes. We next move to analysing individual changes in the House, which we pres-
ent in Figure 2. We compare the estimates derived from the Non-Credible Set to
those in the Credible Set, which are labelled in green. We darken estimates that
are statistically distinguishable and lighten those that are not. We find some inter-
esting visual patterns, but an overall trend of similarity that matches the partisan
distributions. Most members receive similar scores from both estimates. Notably,
many that are statistically distinguishable, and almost all such Republicans, are
in a moderating direction. That is, noncredible votes make them appear more
extreme than credible votes would. This accords with existing work, such as that
by Theriault (2008). Notably, however, we do not find that this is a material and
systematic problem. Because we rely on estimates with reduced sets of votes, we
must be mindful of the power of our analysis: it is possible that large standard errors
mean that large differences are not statistically distinguishable. Yet that is not a
problem in our analysis. About 75% of legislators are measured with sufficient pre-
cision in each set such that we could statistically detect differences of half a chamber
standard deviation (0.5 in the ideal point scale). Nearly every legislator would be
detectable with a gap over one standard deviation. As we see in Figure 2, such large

0
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Ideal Point Estimate

Figure 1. Comparison of partisan distributions in the House for the Credible (Lighter) and Non-Credible
(Darker) Sets of roll calls, 111th to 114th Congresses.
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differences between revealed preferences in the two sets are rare, and we usually
measure them with sufficient precision. Given more data, we could obtain more
precise measures, but these would not change our conclusions.

In Figures 3 and 4, we present analogous data to Figures 1 and 2, except for the
Senate. First, in Figure 3, we find a less striking level of similarity for Senators. While
Democrats provide the type of similarity found in the House, there are differences in
the Senate, where Republicans appear more unified in the Non-Credible Set than in
the Credible Set. However, even with these differences, we are still unable to reject
the null in a K-S test of a common underlying distribution. The correlation between
the two types of scores is 0.96. The overall correlation combining the House and the
Senate is 0.97.

In Figure 4, we find few Senators that have substantially different estimates
between the two different vote sets, and relatively few with a statistically significant
difference, almost all of which are Republicans. This is in keeping with Figure 3 and
the unique nature of Senate Republicans among the four groups we analyse in this
article. When analysed in the Non-Credible Set, Republicans seem relatively
homogenous, centred around a conservative position almost exactly one standard
deviation to the right of the chamber mean. However, when only looking at credible
policy votes, the Republican Party appears much more varied in the Senate, with
more moderate and more extreme members. In this telling, there is no apparent
difference between a moderate Republican such as Susan Collins (ME) and a mod-
erate Democrat such as Ben Nelson (NE). Meanwhile, there is a much greater dif-
ference between a moderate like Collins and one of the party’s most conservative
members, such as Mike Lee (UT).

–2

–1

0

1

2
Id

ea
l P

oi
nt

 E
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e

Rank Order Position in Non-Credible Set Estimation

Credible Set (Darker Observations Statistically Distinguishable)
Non-Credible Set

Figure 2. Individual representative scores in Policy Set (Green) overlaid on scores in Non-Policy Set
(Black).
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One possible explanation for Senate Republicans as the sole meaningful differ-
ence is the particular strategy adopted by Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell
during the Obama Administration. Senator McConnell’s publicly admitted strategy
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Figure 3. Comparison of partisan distributions in the Senate for the Policy (Lighter) and Non-Policy
(Darker) Sets of roll calls, 111th – 114th Congresses.
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Figure 4. Individual Senator Scores in Policy Set (Green) overlaid on scores in Non-Policy Set (Black).
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was constant obstruction. He marshalled his party to constantly obstruct policy
change, especially during the six years in the minority until 2015. On many of these
votes, Senator McConnell was effective in holding partisan unity in a way that may
yield the more homogenous results such as those in Figure 3. Ultimately, however,
when policy was on the line in final passage votes, his members showed their varia-
tion. More moderate members were more likely to participate in compromise leg-
islation with the Administration, while his more extreme flank was less willing to do
so. The difference in results between the Non-Credible and Credible Sets may be
evidence of McConnell’s leadership success during the Obama Administration.
In sum, we find considerable similarity between estimates derived from credible
and noncredible votes. This is true for both parties in the House, the Democrats
in the Senate, and somewhat less so for Senate Republicans. This further strengthens
the evidence that policy may not be the key driving factor of decisions, but rather the
more political elements such as messaging and partisanship.

Are existing measurement systems biased by their inclusion of noncredible votes?

Given the results in the preceding section, concern over the potential bias in widely
used measures of all votes should already be minimised. As the Full Set is over-
whelmingly made up of Non-Policy votes, the results of the Non-Credible Set
and the Full Set are nearly identical. Thus, given the similarity between the
Credible Set and Non-Credible Set, the Credible Set is also very similar to the
Full Set. The correlation between the two is 0.97. We do not belabour this point
with repeated articulation and present Figures 5-8, replicating those in Figures 1-4,
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Figure 5. Comparison of partisan distributions in the House for the Policy (Lighter) and Full (Darker) Sets
of roll calls, 111th – 114th Congresses.
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Figure 6. Individual representative scores in Policy Set (Green) Overlaid on Scores in Full Set (Black).
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Figure 7. Comparison of partisan distributions in the Senate for the Policy (Lighter) and Full (Darker) Sets
of roll calls, 111th –114th Congresses.
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but with the alternative comparison. The results generally support the use of current
Full Set-based measures.

Partisan polarisation and unity
One possible concern of including many extra policy-meaningless votes is that if
parties are better able to work as a team on these more symbolic bills, they may
give an impression of a more unified party and more polarisation between parties.
When policy-credible votes are taken, perhaps parties are more diverse and less dif-
ferent from each other. In Table 2, we present summary statistics on party unity,
party overlap and party polarisation in the two chambers between the Policy
and Full Sets. These values confirm the graphical results presented in Figures 1,
3, 5, and 7: the only meaningful difference is in the party homogeneity of Senate
Republicans. In this, we observe a meaningful shift in moving to the credible set,
with a much more dispersed party. In all other measurements of interest, we observe
no material difference.
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Figure 8. Individual Senator Scores in Policy Set (Green) Overlaid on Scores in Full Set (Black).

Table 2. Summary statistics of partisan differences between credible and full set models

Model

House
Dem
SD

House
Rep
SD

House
Partisan

Polarisation

House
Overlap
Space

Senate
Dem
SD

Senate
Rep SD

Senate
Partisan

Polarisation

Senate
Overlap
Space

Credible 0.411 0.314 1.862 0.000 0.428 0.470 1.793 0.077
Full 0.411 0.293 1.868 0.000 0.435 0.311 1.857 0.000
Difference 0.000 0.021 −0.006 0.000 −0.007 0.159 −0.064 0.077

Note: “Partisan Polarisation” here is defined as the difference between the party means.

14 Gray and Jenkins

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
43

81
4X

22
00

00
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss



A replication in the Eisenhower Administration
One limitation of our primary analysis is that it focuses on a narrow eight-year
period in a partisan environment distinct from much of modern US history. To
address this, we replicate our approach on a very different partisan environment
– the four Congresses of the Eisenhower Administration (the 83rd – 86th).
During this period, the Democratic Party was intensely divided by region and both
parties contained members of widely different ideological positions. Much like the
Obama Administration, President Eisenhower enjoyed one Congress of unified gov-
ernment (the 83rd), followed by three of divided government. Thus, this period pro-
vides points of commonality with a significant deviation in levels of partisan
cohesion.

We replicate our analysis as closely as possible to that outlined in the preceding
section; however, we modify it, as necessary, for the different context. For example,
the filibuster was seldom used during the time period, and thus, we do not assume
that any sizable minority would stop any bill in the Senate. Otherwise, we follow the
rules we built for the Obama Administration years, following the appropriate divi-
sion of power between the White House and the chambers of Congress. In this case,
the last six Eisenhower years best match the last two years of the Obama
Administration. In total, we keep 393 roll calls as the Credible Set in the
Eisenhower Years, out of a total of 621 final passage recorded roll calls: 207 in
the House and 185 in the Senate.

First, in Figure 9, we present the distributions, by party, in the House. In light of
the different context, we break Democrats into Southern and non-Southern ver-
sions, with Southern Democrats labelled as green. Following that, in Figure 10,

Darker = Full Set

Lighter = Credible Set
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Figure 9. Comparison of partisan distributions in the House for the Policy (Lighter) and Full (Darker) Sets
of roll calls, 83rd to 86th Congresses.
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we present individual comparisons between the two models, as in the preceding
section.

In the House, we find some differences between the distributions, but not dra-
matic ones. Primarily, the Credible Set model implies that the Republicans and
Southern Democrats voted more similarly on credible policy votes than we might
expect from the full model. Despite this difference, neither party is significantly dif-
ferent from its Full Set model results. This pattern is also evidence in Figure 10,
presenting the individual differences. The empty spaces below (left) and above
(right) the centre show that moderate members were misestimated in a more
extreme direction by the full model. Moderate liberals (in the Full Set) were more
conservative on credible policy votes, while the opposite is true for moderate con-
servatives (in the Full Set). Extreme members based on all votes show no consistent
pattern of deviation when moving to the Credible Set.

In Figures 11 and 12, we perform the same analyses on the Senate. Here we find
evident similarity between the two different models. All three “parties” appear quite
similar no matter whether measured in the Full Set of votes or the Credible Set. And
among individual Senators, there are no clear patterns of divergence in one direction
or another.

Finally, in Table 3, we present information analogous to Table 2, summarising
key distribution and difference data between the Full and Credible Set models. Here
we see larger differences than in the Obama years, especially in the House. Still, these
differences are only sufficient to reject the null of no difference in a K-S test at the
p< 0.10 level, and only in the House. Overall, we do not uncover material differ-
ences between the measures, but our results do indicate that some features of the
ideological distribution may be inflated or deflated by the inclusion of noncredi-
ble votes.
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Figure 10. Individual representative scores in Policy Set (Green) Overlaid on Scores in Full Set (Black).

16 Gray and Jenkins

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

01
43

81
4X

22
00

00
6X

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss



Darker = Full Set
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Figure 11. Comparison of partisan distributions in the Senate for the Policy (Lighter) and Full (Darker)
Sets of roll calls, 83rd to 86th Congresses.
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Figure 12. Individual Senator Scores in Credible Set (Green) overlaid on scores in Full Set (Black).
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Conclusion
Members of Congress cast numerous votes on things that will never become law.
During divided government, large portions of each chamber’s time are spent on
symbolic votes and measures that have little chance of changing federal policy.
These are often understood as “positioning votes” or “messaging votes.” Yet, if these
votes represented a wholly different data-generating process, it would raise ques-
tions about their use to estimate legislators’ policy preferences, for which they cur-
rently make up large a large share of the usable data.

We find that this concern is unfounded. While there are slight differences
between models based on all votes and those based only on credible policy-changing
votes, these differences prove to be immaterial. Members are frequently consistent
in their positions regardless of whether that position could actually become law.
This also fits with arguments of those such as Poole (2007) that members are
remarkably consistent in their approach regardless of changing contexts that we
might think should alter their behaviour (see Gray and Jenkins 2020).

In sum, despite the increasing attention that messaging votes attract in the media,
there do not appear to be great differences between member behaviour in “credible”
votes and those in messaging votes and partisan procedural games. They are, in fact,
“honest messengers.” This should alleviate some concern that the data that under-
girds so much of the research on Congress is fundamentally flawed by the inclusion
of thousands of votes of a fundamentally different nature.

Nevertheless, these results do raise challenging questions about why there is such
similarity and what that says about the theoretical interpretations scholars have used
to understand these data over time. It is possible that these measures are not about
policy preferences, but rather about preferences for being observed casting certain
types of votes described in policy terms but lacking real connection to the laws of the
US. In this article, we show that ideal point measures are consistent measures of
some ideal preference, but we must acknowledge that a variety of strongly correlated
but different factors drive these preferences.

Acknowledgement. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 2019 Annual Meeting of the
Midwest Political Science Association in Chicago, IL.

Data availability statement. Replication materials are available in the Journal of Public PolicyDataverse at
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/V2UDHZ.

Table 3. Summary statistics of partisan differences between credible and full set models

Model

House
Dem
SD

House
Rep
SD

House
Partisan

Polarisation

House
Overlap
Space

Senate
Dem
SD

Senate
Rep SD

Senate
Partisan

Polarisation

Senate
Overlap
Space

Credible 0.827 0.613 1.579 3.454 0.702 0.581 1.504 1.673
Full 0.646 0.421 1.670 5.065 0.590 0.585 1.613 1.228
Difference 0.181 0.192 −0.091 −1.611 0.112 −0.004 −0.109 0.445

Note: “Partisan Polarisation” here is defined as the difference between the party means.
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