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While the presidential election routinely receives the lion’s share of press coverage, Senate 
elections are pivotal given the important role that senators play in the functioning of the 

country. Senate races are often predetermined, with over 80 percent of incumbents reclaiming 
their seats since 1964.1 While this often makes Senate races less interesting to follow than 
presidential races, it raises important questions regarding the senatorial election process. Why 
do incumbents win so frequently, and is it actually what the American people want? This article 
discusses several factors that play into Senate incumbency rates, exploring why incumbents are 
so successful and what might be done to level the playing field for challenging candidates.
 
Incumbent Advantage 1: Name Recognition

The first and most obvious advantage incumbent officials have is name recognition. 
Incumbent senators are more likely to be known to their constituents by name, if not by policy, 
than any challengers. Incumbents are able to access constituent mailing lists and have a direct 
line to local media that challengers do not, making it is much easier for incumbents to ensure 
they are seen and heard from throughout a campaign.2 Thus, they have an advantage in obtaining 
the votes of constituents who do not actively familiarize themselves with candidates. 

Incumbent Advantage 2: Campaign War Chests
Raising funds to mount a statewide campaign is a massive operational undertaking and 

increasingly daunting as campaign expenditures have skyrocketed in recent years. In the eighteen 
months prior to the November 2018 elections (including special elections in Mississippi and 
Alabama), Senate candidates spent $353.2 million – an average of nearly $1.5 million over 237 
campaigns.3 Incumbent are usually able to raise money more easily than challenging candidates. 
Incumbents are also more likely to be funded by political action committees (PACs), labor 
groups, and single-issue groups. Even ideological groups, which are more likely to give money 
to challenging candidates than other donating organizations, only gave 23 percent of their total 
budget to challengers in 2018, compared to nearly 58 percent of their budget for incumbents.4 

Surprisingly, research demonstrates that campaign spending is significantly less 
effective for incumbents than for challengers.5  However, the fact that incumbents receive so 

1 “Re-election Rates over the Years,” OpenSecrets, The Center for Responsive Politics, September 8,, 2020,  https://www.opensecrets.org/
elections-overview/reelection-rates
2 Jeffrey S. Banks and Roderick D. Kiewiet, “Explaining Patterns of Candidate Competition in Congressional Elections,” American Journal of 
Political Science 33, no. 4 (1989): 997, doi:10.2307/2111118.
3 “Statistical Summary of 18-Month Campaign Activity of the 2017-2018 Election Cycle,” The Federal Election Commission, accessed May 7, 
2020, https://www.fec.gov/updates/statistical-summary-18-month-campaign-activity-2017 2018-election-cycle/.
4 “PAC Dollars to Incumbents, Challengers, and Open Seat Candidates,” OpenSecrets, The Center for Responsive Politics, September 8, 2020, 
https://www.opensecrets.org/elections-overview/pacs-stick-with-incumbents. 
5 Anthony Gierzynski and David Breaux, “Money and Votes in State Legislative Elections,” Legislative Studies Quarterly 16, no. 2 (1991): 213, 
www.jstor.org/stable/439978.
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much more funding than challenging candidates, yet typically do not need to spend as much 
as challengers to run a successful campaign, creates roadblocks to challengers. For example, 
in the event an incumbent becomes mired in a scandal, campaign money can be instrumental 
to mitigate the damage from bad press, effectively undercutting one of the few advantages a 
challenger might have. A 2016 analysis of state legislature elections suggests that candidates who 
spent more were more successful.6 Furthermore, “Get Out The Vote” campaigns were found to 
affect voter turnout, implying candidates who can fund such efforts are able to boost turnout 
among their supporters. There is a clear electoral advantage to having a greater pool of funds, 
and as such incumbents clearly have an advantage over political newcomers.

Elected senators can also set aside unspent campaign funds into reelection campaign 
“war chests.” In the 2018 election cycle, Senate candidates were left with roughly $226.5 million 
in unspent donations. Winning candidates have a lot of discretion with what they can do with 
these funds. They can give the money to charity or return the money to donors, which is rarer, or 
they can donate these funds to other campaigns in need, a political action committee (PAC), or 
to a political party. The Federal Election Commission (FEC) also allows Senators to put leftover 
funds in “war chests.” While senators are restricted from accessing war chest funds for personal 
use, the funds can be spent on re-election campaigns and can accumulate over several terms. 
Four senators retired or resigned during the 2018 election cycle, leaving behind an average war 
chest of nearly $4 million accumulated over twelve collective election cycles.7

With war chests this large, many senators can fund a massive re-election campaign 
with nothing more than the money left over from prior campaigns. This poses a major challenge 
to political outsiders who do not have the advantage of years of previous fundraising efforts. 
Scholars have long considered the effects of a strong war chest on challengers, and a study 
conducted on Senate elections between 1980 and 2000 indicated that the size of a war chest 
would not significantly affect challenger quality.8 Nevertheless, war chests allow incumbents to 
spend less time fundraising than challengers while still running successful election campaigns.

Incumbent Advantage 3: Public Perceptions of President and Congress
Regardless of a senator’s individual track record, public perception of the competence 

of a senator’s party influences their likelihood at reelection. Incumbent Senators can sometimes 
piggyback on the popularity and successes of presidents of the same party, especially if the 
president is well-liked and the economy does well under their term.9 

By the same token, an unpopular president of the same party can be a drag on Senators’ 

6 Andrew B. Hall, “Systemic Effects of Campaign Spending: Evidence from Corporate Contribution Bans in US State Legislatures,” Political 
Science Research and Methods 4, no. 2 (May 2016): 343–59, http://dx.doi.org.proxy.library.cmu.edu/10.1017/psrm.2015.43.
7 This figure includes Senator Orrin Hatch – the sixth longest-serving member of the US Senate. Excluding Senator Hatch, the other three 
Senators left behind an average war chest of more than $3.6 million accumulated over just five collective Senate terms. Matthew Kelley, “Retir-
ing Members of Congress Have $50 Million in Their Campaign Coffers. Where Will It Go?,” OpenSecrets, The Center for Responsive Politics, 
February 27, 2018, https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2018/02/cash-on-hand/.
8 Jay Goodliffe, “Campaign War Chests and Challenger Quality in Senate Elections,” Legislative Studies Quarterly 32, no. 1 (2007): 135–156,  
https://doi.org/10.3162/036298007X202010.
9 Alan I. Abramowitz, “Explaining Senate Election Outcomes,” The American Political Science Review 82, no. 2 (1988): 389, 
doi:10.2307/1957392.
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re-election prospects, especially at midterms. Midterm elections generally see the White 
House-controlling party lose seats in the Senate, because “voters who are dissatisfied with [the 
president’s] performance may take out their discontent on candidates representing his party.”10 
 Even though Congress has low approval ratings overall, according to Gallup polls, 
almost half of Americans say they approve of the job their representative is doing.11 This implies 
that the public tends to blame other members of Congress for decisions they dislike, and thus 
opens the door for senator reelection. Drain the swamp, sure. But don’t throw out our senator. 
In short, incumbents tend to have an advantage in that regardless of what they individually 
accomplish or do not accomplish in Congress, their constituents will tend to continue supporting 
them, assigning the blame for any political failings to senators from other states. 
 Given that the 2020 election will include a presidential election incumbent Republicans 
may have better odds at retaining their seats, especially as the COVID-19 crisis caused Congress’s 
approval ratings to improve, while President Trump’s 
approval ratings decreased from the initial bump 
he gained when the crisis first hit.12 These numbers 
could be indicative that rather than assigning 
Congress responsibility for any party-based disdain, 
voters will instead punish the President’s handling 
of the crisis, thus giving Republican incumbents 
further advantage over challengers. 

Incumbent Advantage 4: Weak Challengers
One of the biggest advantages that 

incumbents have in winning reelection is based 
on the quality of challenging candidates, and lack 
thereof. Because incumbency rates are widely 
available, challengers are well aware of the difficulty of unseating an incumbent senator. 
Therefore, candidates with stronger chances of success – usually ones who have been in an 
elected office before – tend to run for open seats rather than challenging incumbents.13 This 
often leaves only weaker and less-experienced candidates challenging incumbents, who often 
report senatorial races as not realistically designed to win office but to achieve other goals like 
personal growth or promoting their own private businesses.14 The result is that incumbent 
senators tend to have little to no competition for their seats, and are reelected accordingly. 
 Recognizing the inherent disadvantages of running a Senate campaign against a sitting 
senator, it is necessary to consider both challengers and incumbents as rational, risk-averse 
actors. Although their actions can vary widely, every actor in an election risks defeat. While 
losing an election is not political suicide, it is an embarrassment that many candidates are not 
willing to suffer. In some cases, senators will go so far as to retire to avoid the shame of losing 
an election.15 This usually only occurs when an incumbent’s policy beliefs no longer align with 
those of their constituents. Such ideological congruence is key to the success of incumbents and 
offers some explanation for the lack of high-quality challengers in Senate elections. 

10 Ibid.
11 Elizabeth Mendes, “Americans Down on Congress, OK With Own Representative,” Gallup, March 14, 2018, https://news.gallup.com/
poll/162362/americans-down-congress-own-representative.aspx.
12 Erin Duffin, “US Congress – Public Approval Rating 2019-2020,” Statista, April 30, 2020, https://www.statista.com/statistics/207579/public-
approval-rating-of-the-us-congress/. Adam Gabbat,“Trump’s Poll Numbers Dip Over Handling of Coronavirus Pandemic,” The Guardian, 
April 10, 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/apr/10/trump-poll-numbers-dip-handling-coronavirus.
13 Banks and Kiewiet, “Explaining Patterns of Candidate Competition in Congressional Elections,” 998.
14 Ibid, 1001.
15 Jangsup Choi, “Leaving Office: The US Senator’s Representation, Ideological Adoption, and Strategic Retirement,” International Journal of 
Social Science Studies 5, no. 10 (2017): 17–27, doi:10.11114/ijsss.v5i10.2604
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In general, money, policy, and politics come together and create significant barriers 
to entry for political newcomers in the Senate, leading risk-averse challenger to often avoid 
entering a costly election to begin with.

Overcoming Incumbent Advantages in the Senate
Lowering the barriers to Senate challengers requires an honest assessment of the 

political system and, potentially, significant institutional change. 

Limit War Chest Spending
Considering the clear advantage given to Senate incumbents by a strong war chest, some 

additional regulations to war chest spending may serve to level the playing field. Eliminating the 
war chest altogether would be impractical and could simply result in all war chest funds being 
given directly to political parties. Aside from campaigning, war chests are used to maintain 
several offices both in a senator’s home state as well as in Washington, DC. Paying for office 
spaces, furniture for those offices, and populating those offices with staffers is expensive. As 
such, senators should no doubt retain a large chunk of war chest money to fund all of these 
expenses. 

Rather than eliminating war chests, the FEC could build on existing regulations to limit 
the size of war chests beyond necessary expenditures. Senators could be given a limit on the size 
of their war chest at any given time, or they could be required to donate or return some funds 
at the beginning of a new term. There are several ways this could occur but limiting the size of 
war chests would limit the ability for senators to win re-election by simply outspending their 
challengers. As previously mentioned, the strength of a war chest does not deter experienced 
or “quality” challengers. Challengers would be of equal quality, but senators would lose their 
funding head start. Ideally, this will remove a significant barrier of entry for political newcomers 
and incentivize all parties to have more ideological congruence with their constituencies.

Reform the Senate Committee System
 Another significant barrier to entry imposed on challengers is the structure of the 
Senate committee system. Though no official ranking system exists, certain committees are 
undoubtedly more lucrative for sitting Senators than others. Groups such as the Rules and 
Administration Committee have much more influence on the Senate than, say, the Agriculture 
Committee. Placement on these high-profile committees usually goes to the senators who have 
been in Congress the longest. Though it may not have been intended that way, this practice gives 
an electoral advantage to senators who have held their seats longer. 

In a Senate race between two equally favorable candidates, voters may prefer the 
incumbent simply because they already sit on an important committee.16 Essentially, legislators 
instituted a seniority-based system knowing that it would benefit them more and more each 
time they are re-elected. Recognizing how seniority is rewarded and wanting their state to gain 
more political influence, voters are more likely to re-elect incumbents. Incumbents, for their 
part, gain more and more power with each re-election, thus improving their electoral claim 
with each election cycle. This model identifies a clear advantage for incumbents, and continually 
raises the barrier to entry for challengers. Unlike campaign financing, removing this advantage 
would require an overhaul of the committee appointment system.
 As is, the Senate committee selection process grants an increasing electoral advantage 
to the most senior senators. Committees are able to sort themselves into subcommittees as they 

16 Richard D Mckelvey and Raymond Riezman, “Seniority in Legislature,” in International Trade Agreements and Political Economy (Singa-
pore: World Scientific Publishing Co. Pte. Ltd., 2013), 185–199, https://doi.org/10.1142/8386. 
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see fit, but political parties decide all of the members and designate a chair.17 To begin, the 
Senate could amend this procedure to more closely resemble the lower chamber of Congress, 
where representatives take a part in the placement process by indicating which committees 
they wish to serve on.18 While seniority has been presented as an unfair electoral advantage, 
it is worth noting that some form of seniority is desirable as it allows legislators to ‘specialize’ 
in specific policy realms. The House system recognizes this, allowing members to contribute 
to policy areas they are the most well-informed on. While senators gain electoral advantage 
from committee seniority, it could also be argued that sitting on one committee makes them 
the best to legislate in specific areas. Recognizing that there is both an electoral and a legislative 
benefit to long-term committee service, any systematic change would, ideally, balance these two 
advantages.
 Legislative term limits have failed to gain traction in Congress but could see more success 
if applied to the committee system. If, for example, Senators could only serve two concurrent 
terms on one committee, they would still have a significant amount of policy expertise while 
not gaining a massive seniority advantage. While legislators would gain significant experience 
over a twelve-year period, instituting term limits would likely also lead to an injection of more 
diverse perspectives in each committee every two to six years. Some researchers have argued 
that term limits could backfire as term-limited incumbents no longer feel pressure to fall along 
party lines.19 Adding term limits to committee service and not Senate service could mitigate 
any party rebellion, as senators would have an opportunity to continue serving on a different 
committee.

Conclusion
 Regardless of the source of their advantage, it is clear that incumbents are far more 
likely to defeat a challenger than be unseated. This is problematic because the incumbent 
advantages discussed in this paper do not necessarily speak to the quality of a senator, but rather 
result from our structure of government. Thus, as long as Senate incumbency goes unaddressed, 
potential challengers will continue to be dissuaded from running against incumbents, resulting 
in a stagnate Senate that likely reflects a version of the United States from several elections 
ago, rather than the representing the views that Americans currently want in their government. 
Incumbency advantage has been widely studied, but that is no longer enough – now the work 
must begin to mitigate incumbent advantage. 

17 “About the Senate Committee Senate System,” United States Senate, accessed May 7, 2020, https://www.senate.gov/general/common/ge-
neric/about_committees.htm.
18 “Committee FAQs,” Office of the Clerk, United States House of Representatives, accessed May 7, 2020, https://clerk.house.gov/
help#CommitteeFAQs. 
19 Marko Klašnja and Rocío Titiunik, “The Incumbency Curse: Weak Parties, Term Limits, and Unfulfilled Accountability,” The American 
Political Science Review 111, no. 1 (February 2017):129–48,  http://dx.doi.org.proxy.library.cmu.edu/10.1017/S0003055416000575.


