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“Government vs. opposition” is the dominant cleavage in Westminster system legislatures.  

Although the U.S.’s complex system of divided powers obscures party responsibility, one party 

normally carries a heavier burden for governance than the other.  This differential responsibility 

for outcomes fuels some amount of government-versus-opposition partisanship in Congress, 

though it is difficult to disentangle such cleavages from the ideological divisions that also 

separate the parties.  This paper exploits behavior on debt limit votes from 1953-2014 as a 

window into the congressional politics of government versus opposition.  Our analysis uncovers 

a pervasive strain of this form of partisanship in Congress.  The debt ceiling is best understood as 

a burden for those in power, meaning that majority parties and those controlling the presidency 

have to carry these votes, while members of parties with less power will opportunistically exploit 

these votes to denounce the performance of those with more responsibility for governance.  This 

pattern holds regardless of whether Republicans or Democrats are in power, and it is especially 

pronounced in unified government.  Government-versus-opposition conflict on the debt limit is 

more pronounced after 1980, as minority party members withdraw support for raising the debt 

ceiling relative to similarly situated parties in the 1950s, 1960, and 1970s.   
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“Politics is not the art of the possible.  It consists in choosing between the disastrous and 

the unpalatable.”  

—John Kenneth Galbraith (1969, 312) 

 

 [B]ecause you have the power, you have the responsibility.” 

—Former House Speaker Thomas S. Foley (Biggs and Foley 1999, 95)  

 

When policymaking entails Galbraith’s choice between the disastrous and the 

unpalatable—or even merely a choice among unpalatable options—members of parties in and 

out of power do not stand on the same footing.  Those in power expect to be held responsible for 

outcomes.  Bearing this responsibility often requires leaders to make painful choices.  They must 

manage tradeoffs, prioritize competing goods, and allocate scarce resources.  Leaders face 

circumstances when even well-designed, beneficial policies will not work as well as expected or 

have downsides for constituencies whom they would have preferred not to alienate.   

Meanwhile, those not in power are free to stand aside with clean hands and criticize.  

Members of out-parties can denounce in-parties without confronting tradeoffs, hard decisions 

about priorities, or unanticipated consequences of their own policies.  Not being responsible for 

results, they do not feel the same pressure to accept imperfect compromises.  Indeed, they 

frequently need not specify what precisely they would do if they held power themselves.  They 

may outbid the in-party with extravagant or unrealistic promises.  They can allow the perfect to 

be the enemy of the good.  In these ways, parties out of power stand to gain from dissatisfaction 

with parties in power—most especially in a two-party system.  In its quest for power, the out 

party will opportunistically stir up and capitalize on discontent with the majority’s performance. 

This “government-versus-opposition” dynamic is a pervasive element of party politics 

around the world.  Indeed, it is the dominant cleavage in Westminster system legislatures.  
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Battles in such parliaments largely take place between the parties in government and those in 

opposition, and not along left-right lines (Diermeier and Feddersen 1998, Spirling and McLean 

2007, Dewan and Spirling 2011, Godbout and Høyland 2011, Hix and Noury forthcoming).  In 

the U.S., the government-versus-opposition dimension of partisan conflict is obscured by the 

relative lack of party responsibility in a complex political system characterized by checks and 

balances in which confidence is not needed to sustain a government.  Nevertheless, although 

party responsibility is more diffuse in the U.S. system, it is not entirely lacking, in that one party 

usually has more institutional power and responsibility for outcomes than the other.  As such, 

party politics in the U.S. to some extent still pits the “ins” against the “outs,” as in many other 

democracies.  The challenge is teasing out this dimension of partisan conflict from the left-right 

disputes organized along ideological lines.  

This paper examines the congressional politics of the federal debt limit as a window into 

the politics of government versus opposition in the U.S. system.  The debt limit offers a uniquely 

good vantage point for such an analysis.  First, the need to raise the debt limit has recurred on a 

roughly annual basis since the 1950s, making it possible to examine how members of Congress 

handle the same issue under every configuration of party power.  Second, whether or not to raise 

the debt limit does not, by itself, implicate ideological questions of left versus right.  Increases or 

decreases in the debt ceiling have no effect on the scope or role of government, the extent of 

which is defined in law elsewhere (Austin and Levit 2013).  Third, the debt limit offers a 

perennially good opportunity for those in opposition to criticize those in power, because rises in 

the debt ceiling are highly unpopular.   

Our analysis of congressional debt limit votes from 1953-2014 shows clearly that 

government-versus-opposition partisanship occurs even in the fragmented U.S. system.  The 
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findings reveal that the debt limit is generally a burden of those in power, meaning that majority 

parties and those controlling the presidency typically have to carry these bills.  Meanwhile, the 

out party exploits these votes as an opportunity to denounce the performance of those responsible 

for governance.  This pattern holds regardless of whether Republicans or Democrats are in 

power, and it is especially pronounced in unified government.  Furthermore, our analysis 

suggests that government-opposition partisanship on debt limit votes intensified after 1980, once 

the Republican capture of the Senate reintroduced alternation of party majorities back into 

congressional politics following decades of one-party Democratic control.  Since 1980 in both 

House and Senate, minority parties have tended to withdraw support for debt ceiling increases 

relative to similarly situated parties in the 1950s, 1960, and 1970s.   

 

Government vs. Opposition Partisanship and the U.S. Constitutional System 

 In parliamentary systems, there is little ambiguity about which parties are in power and 

which are not.  It is a matter of whether or not a party is included in the governing coalition and 

has ministers in the government.  This basic cleavage then structures parliamentary voting.  The 

simplest generalization is that the government governs and the opposition opposes.  As such, 

parliamentarians do not vote according to their sincere ideological preferences (Diermeier and 

Feddersen 1998).  In particular, members of parties not in government will typically oppose the 

government’s bills, even when they prefer them to the policy status quo (Spirling and McLean 

2007, Dewan and Spirling 2011).   

Out parties in parliamentary systems methodically refuse to vote for the government’s 

bills in order to signal their opposition to the government overall and as the backdrop to their 
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campaign for a change of majorities.  By withholding support from the government, out parties 

increase the pressure on the party or coalition in power by forcing it to marshal all the necessary 

votes from within the ranks of its own backbenchers (Dewan and Spirling 2011).  If the party in 

power cannot hold its ranks together, this strategy will yield early elections.   

Members of parliamentary parties outside the government on both left and right, 

irrespective of their own ideological preferences, thus coalesce in opposition to the government’s 

agenda.  In a comparative study of fourteen parliaments, Hix and Noury (forthcoming, 18) 

conclude that “the dominant feature of voting in most parliaments is the battle between those 

parties and politicians in government and those in opposition, and not a linear ideological, left-

right, conflict.  Sometimes this government-opposition dimension correlates with a left-right 

dimension.  More often than not, however, the government-opposition dimension is orthogonal 

to the left-right.”  Although election outcomes unquestionably affect the ideological direction of 

public policy in such systems, government-vs.-opposition dynamics dominate parliamentary 

voting.  As such, the roll-call record provides little information about the underlying ideological 

divisions among parliamentarians.  This basic fact has led scholars to take much less interest in 

parliamentary roll-call voting than in voting behavior in the U.S. Congress.   

 Government-opposition voting is so pervasive in parliaments that scholars who have 

attempted to use NOMINATE and other vote-scaling methodologies have found these methods 

do not yield estimates of legislators’ policy positions on a left-right continuum (Godbout and 

Høyland 2011; Hix and Noury forthcoming; Spirling and McLean 2007).
2
  In parliamentary 

systems, it is not unusual for a government to propose legislation that will be opposed both 

                                                 
2
 Zucco and Lauderdale (2011) and Zucco (2009) also find that the non-ideological government-

opposition dimension dominates legislative voting in Brazil’s presidential system.   
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sincerely by some radical or discontented elements inside the governing coalition and 

strategically en bloc by the opposition (for examples from the U.K., see Springlin and McLean 

2007).
3
  In these systems, vote scaling methodologies yield measures of party discipline, not of 

members’ ideology (Spirling and McLean 2007, 93, Godbout and Høyland 2011).    

 The U.S. system divides power in such complex ways that government-opposition voting 

is much more difficult to detect and differentiate from voting behavior structured by ideology.  It 

is often not clear which party (if either) can be held responsible for government outcomes in the 

U.S. (Connelly 2010).  Despite the lack of clarity, it is nevertheless the case that the two parties 

typically do not bear equal responsibility.  One party instead has more institutional power than 

the other.  This is clearest under conditions of unified party control, where power is as 

concentrated in one party as it ever is in the U.S. system.  But even in divided government, the 

majority party in Congress bears more responsibility than the minority for setting the 

congressional agenda and passing legislation.  A congressional minority party in divided 

government has some incentive to participate constructively in governing in order to help a 

president of its own party avoid a reputation for incompetence, but its burden of institutional 

responsibility is lighter given its lack of control over congressional agenda setting, committees, 

and leadership.  Bearing little to no responsibility for outcomes, a minority party in unified 

government is most free to refuse participation in governing, to mount an across-the-board 

opposition, and to aggressively stoke discontent with the party in power. 

                                                 
3
 The Medicare Modernization Act of 2003, passed under unified Republican party control, 

offers an possible analogy in the U.S. context.  Most Republicans supported President George W. 

Bush in voting in favor of a new prescription drug entitlement for seniors, with only a handful of 

the most conservative Republicans bucking their leaders to vote against.  At the same time, most 

Democrats opposed the bill, even though they ideologically favored the creation of such a benefit 

in principle.  If one were to interpret this vote as a reflection of members’ ideology, the most 

conservative Republicans would misleadingly appear as moderates because they voted with 

Democrats. 
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 There is reason to think government-versus-opposition voting occurs in the U.S., albeit to 

a lesser extent than in parliamentary systems.  After all, the U.S. is a rigidly two-party system, in 

which dissatisfaction with a party in power redounds to the political advantage of a party not in 

power.  Even though it is not possible to force early elections in the U.S., a minority party in 

Congress can still increase the pressure on the majority party by strategically withholding its 

support (Jones 1970, Green 2015).  Voting no offers a minority party an opportunity to publicly 

criticize the deficiencies of the majority’s efforts, and the minority may still opt to do so even 

when it has been granted significant legislative concessions and prefers the policy to the status 

quo (Schickler and Pearson 2009, 462).  Furthermore, a majority deprived of assistance from the 

minority may struggle to maintain its unity and look less than competent in the process (Groeling 

2010).  Lack of help from the minority will likely force the majority party to attempt to whip its 

marginal members in order to carry the party’s agenda, helping create issues that will provide 

fodder for the minority’s effort to take those vulnerable seats in upcoming elections.   

Incentives for members of Congress to organize themselves in pursuit of partisan gain 

have increased as party competition for control of the institution has intensified.  For decades 

after the New Deal, the Democrats were perceived as the country’s dominant party, frequently 

holding congressional margins of two-to-one over Republicans.  Under such circumstances, 

Democrats had little fear of losing their majorities and Republicans had little hope of winning 

them.  Uncompetitive conditions weaken incentives for organized partisan effort on both sides 

(Schlesinger 1985, 1991).  But since 1980, when Republicans won control of the Senate in a 

surprising wave election, the two parties have waged a more competitive battle for majority 

control of Congress.  Party control of the Senate shifted seven times between 1980 and 2015.  

Control of the House was put in play in 1994 when Republicans finally overturned the 
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longstanding Democratic majority, though a cadre of House Republicans, led most prominently 

by Rep. Newt Gingrich (R-Ga.), launched a sustained campaign starting in the early 1980s to win 

a Republican House majority by drawing more forceful contrasts with the Democrats (Zelizer 

2007).  Since 1980, margins of party control in both chambers of Congress have been roughly 

half the size, on average, of the margins Democrats held between 1933 and 1980.  As a 

consequence, partisan political incentives for members to engage in government-versus-

opposition voting have likely strengthened in the more party competitive, post-1980 context. 

 Despite the reasons to believe government-versus-opposition voting occurs in the U.S. 

system, there has been limited scholarly investigation of the phenomenon.  Prevailing theories of 

congressional behavior assume that members engage in spatial voting on the basis of their 

individual preferences (Krehbiel 1998, McCarty, et al. 2006, Poole and Rosenthal 2011).  Even 

theories that emphasize majority party members’ interest in retaining institutional control still 

assume that members of the minority party cast sincere votes based on their ideology (Cox and 

McCubbins 1993, 2005).  In such models, moderate members of the majority may set aside their 

policy preferences in order to sustain the majority’s organizational cartel in exchange for side 

payments and the perks of office, but members of the minority party are not thought to engage in 

a parallel calculus in which they have political incentives to resist the majority’s legislative 

initiatives, even when they might prefer these bills to the status quo, so as to publicly criticize the 

majority’s performance and force its marginal members to take tough votes.   

Although there is a large body of work on the influence of parties in Congress (Binder, et 

al. 1999, Ansolabehere, et al. 2001, Cox and Poole 2002), this literature envisions “party effects” 

as leaders’ ability to use positive or negative incentives to induce members to bow to party 

discipline against their own policy preferences (Krehbiel 1993, Snyder and Groseclose 2000, 
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McCarty, et al. 2006).  It does not offer any sustained consideration of how government-versus-

opposition incentives may shape members’ preferences in the first place.  Members’ decision 

calculus may well be affected by (1) whether their own party holds power and is likely to be held 

responsible for policy outcomes, or (2) holds little power and is thus more likely to be judged for 

the positions it takes than for policy outcomes.  Not being in a position where one feels pressure 

to carry a legislative agenda allows members to dodge responsibility for difficult policy 

decisions.  As then-Minority Whip Trent Lott once reportedly observed, “You do not ever get 

into trouble for those budgets which you vote against” (Price 2004, 138).  To seem competent in 

government, a party in power has to be able to legislate, and the preferences of its members who 

care about their party’s reputation are likely to be shaped accordingly.  Members of a party not in 

power are better situated to avoid difficult decisions and just oppose.   

 The studies that most directly touch on government-versus-opposition behavior in 

Congress are focused on particular policy areas.  Work on trade policy shows that, all else being 

equal, members of Congress are more willing to vote for trade liberalization when supporting a 

president of their own party, and a subset of members will flip-flop positions depending upon 

which party controls the presidency (Keech and Pak 1995, Karol 2000).  Kesselman (1961) 

found that members of Congress were more willing to support foreign aid bills when their own 

party controlled the presidency.  Scholars have shown that shared or divided party control of the 

presidency has broad ranging effects on how Congress responds to the president’s use of military 

force (Howell and Pevehouse 2007, Kriner 2010).  A Congress controlled by the president’s 

opposition party is more aggressive in launching and pursuing investigations of the executive 

branch, particularly in the contemporary era (Mayhew 2005, 223-26, Kriner and Schwartz 2008, 

Parker and Dull 2013), and these investigations take their toll on the president’s approval (Kriner 
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and Schickler 2014).  Although all these studies point toward government-versus-opposition 

dynamics as Congress interacts with the executive branch, they do not systematically consider 

how these conflicts can also play out between the majority and minority within Congress itself.   

 

Using the Debt Limit to Measure Government-versus-Opposition Dynamics in Congress 

 This project exploits votes to raise the debt ceiling as a window into government-versus-

opposition behavior in Congress.  The issue offers leverage on the question because the need to 

raise the debt limit has recurred so frequently since the 1950s.  Every president after Truman has 

signed at least one bill raising the debt limit, and Congress has considered the issue under every 

possible configuration of party control and the presidency.  Between 1952 and 2015, there were 

three congresses with Republican unified government, eight with Democratic unified 

government, fifteen with divided government and a Republican president, and five with divided 

government and a Democratic president.  The issue arises so frequently, because changes in 

federal policy are not necessary for federal debt to reach its statutory limit.  The total amount of 

federal government borrowing is specified in nominal dollars, so that the ceiling needs to be 

raised even when the ratio of debt to gross domestic product remains the same in a growing 

economy.  In addition, many factors besides policy changes precipitate the need to raise the debt 

limit, such as interest rate increases, economic downturns (that both reduce federal revenues and 

intensify demand for spending), and demographic changes affecting the share of the population 

receiving various entitlement benefits.  Over that period, there were 54 roll-call votes on final 

passage to raise the debt limit in the Senate and 68 in the House.
4
   

                                                 
4
 Appendix A lists all these votes in both House and Senate.  
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 The debt limit also offers a good vantage point to study government-versus-opposition 

politics in Congress because raising the debt limit by itself is neutral with respect to political 

ideology.  A larger debt can be the result of either conservative or liberal policy shifts, and 

neither liberals nor conservatives in principle favor higher debts, even if they will both 

sometimes tolerate growing indebtedness to accomplish other goals.  Votes to raise the debt 

ceiling are highly comparable to one another over time, because most increases to the debt limit 

have been passed in “clean” form, meaning that the legislation contains no extraneous provisions 

(Krishnakumar 2005, 172-5).  Sixty-three percent of the Senate’s roll-call votes to raise the debt 

ceiling, were on “clean” debt ceiling bills.  In the House, sixty percent of debt limit votes were 

on clean measures.  Although the dataset compiled for this project below includes all final 

passage votes to raise the debt ceiling throughout the 1953-2014 period, none of the paper’s 

findings are meaningfully altered if the dataset is restricted solely to the subset of “clean” debt 

ceiling increases.   

 Finally, the debt limit offers a good vantage point on government-opposition partisanship 

because the need to increase the debt ceiling presents a perennially good opportunity for an out-

party to indict and excoriate the in-party’s performance.  It offers a news hook on which the out 

party can hang its case that those in power are failing to govern responsibly.  The debt limit 

works so well in this regard because the public regards debt ceiling increases unfavorably.  Most 

opinion polls taken on the subject show the public disapproving of raising the debt ceiling by a 

two-to-one margin.
5
  Indeed, the public does not support lifting the debt limit even when polling 

items explicitly mention the potential negative consequences of failing to do so, such as a 

financial crisis or a federal government default on its obligations.  For example, 60% of 

                                                 
5
 Despite dozens of polls on the topic, searches in the Roper iPoll database yielded not one in 

which most respondents favored raising the debt ceiling.   
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respondents opposed and only 37% favored raising the debt limit in response to a 2011 item that 

read:  

As you may know, there is a limit to the amount of money the government can owe that 

is sometimes called the “debt ceiling.”  The government will reach that limit sometime 

this summer and unless a bill is passed that would raise the debt ceiling, the government 

will not have enough money to pay all of its bills and other financial obligations.  Would 

you favor or oppose a bill that would raise the debt ceiling?
6
 

Despite its unpopularity, congressional leaders have never failed to bring up and pass legislation 

when the Treasury Department has requested an increase in the debt ceiling, although Congress 

has missed Treasury’s preferred deadlines on numerous occasions.  However, when such 

legislation passes, members who vote no can reasonably assume that they are standing on the 

right side of public opinion.   

 This paper is not the first analysis of the party politics of the debt limit.  Two prior 

studies have taken advantage of debt limit votes for insight into how partisanship can structure 

members’ behavior.  Asher and Weisberg (1978) analyzed debt ceiling votes in the House of 

Representatives between 1942 and 1979 and found that Republicans were more supportive of 

debt ceiling increases when a Republican held the presidency.  With only one Republican-held 

Congress available during the period (the 83rd), this 1978 study could yield limited insight into 

how Republicans behave when they are the majority party in Congress or how Democrats behave 

as the minority.  A more recent study Kowalcky and LeLoup (1993) examines congressional 

debt limit votes between 1953 and 1990.  Again, with Democrats controlling Congress for so 

                                                 
6
 CNN/Opinion Research Poll, April 29-May 1, 2011, item number 10, 

http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2011/images/05/04/rel7a.pdf. 

http://i2.cdn.turner.com/cnn/2011/images/05/04/rel7a.pdf
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much of the period, there is modest leverage on how members respond to changes in their 

majority party status.  Kowalcky and Leloup (1993, 14) conclude that “party control of Congress 

and the presidency” is “the crucial variable in explaining voting alignments on debt legislation.”  

However, their analysis contains no control variables, so it is not possible to compare the effects 

of party control to other influences on members’ votes. 

 

Expectations 

 If members of Congress engage in government-versus-opposition partisanship, then one 

would expect one key regularity in their behavior over time with respect to the debt ceiling.  

Members of parties in positions of greater power will be more willing to vote in favor of debt 

ceiling increases.  Even though such votes are not popular as a matter of political positioning, a 

party in power would not want to risk bearing responsibility for any negative fiscal or economic 

consequences of a failure to increase the debt ceiling.  Having greater expectation of being 

blamed for such consequences, a party in power has stronger incentive to “bite the bullet” and 

move these unpopular measures.  By the same token, members of parties with less power feel 

less obligated to vote to raise the debt ceiling.  Not being in a position where they will likely be 

blamed for negative policy outcomes, such members can afford to take the popular position and 

use the votes as an opportunity to criticize their partisan opponents for poor fiscal management. 

The U.S. system divides power in ways more complex than the “ins” versus the “outs.”  

But one might conceive of party power on a continuum, with the extremes appearing under 

conditions of unified government.  A party is least powerful in the U.S. when serving as a 

minority party under conditions of unified government and most powerful when serving as a 
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majority party in unified government.  In divided government conditions, the power differential 

between the two parties is reduced.  As such, both parties in divided government share 

responsibility for outcomes to some extent, but the congressional majority party is in a position 

to set the congressional agenda and bring up debt ceiling votes.  As such, one would expect the 

majority party in divided government to bear heavier responsibility if Congress failed to pass a 

debt ceiling increase.  However, the minority party in divided government has a stake in 

governance so as to prevent embarrassment to a president of its own party.  

 Under this logic, we posit the following three expectations: 

1. Members of majority parties in Congress will be more likely to vote for debt ceiling 

increases than members of minority parties.  This pattern should prevail in both unified 

and divided government. 

2. Members of parties controlling the presidency will be more likely to vote for debt ceiling 

increases than members not controlling the presidency.  This pattern should hold 

regardless of whether the party holds a majority or a minority in Congress.   

3. Because the differential in party power is at its maximum under unified government, the 

behavioral differences between the two parties on debt limit votes should be more 

pronounced under unified government and less pronounced under divided government.  

 

A First Look at the Data:  Descriptive Patterns 

 As a simple first cut at the data, Figure 1 displays the average percentage of Republicans 

and Democrats voting “yea” on debt ceiling increases when their party is in each of four 

positions, ranging from least to most powerful:  (1) as a congressional minority in unified 
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government, (2) as a congressional minority party that controls the presidency, (3) as a 

congressional majority party that does not control the presidency, and (4) as a congressional 

majority party in unified government.  

[Figure 1 here] 

 A considerable amount of government-versus-opposition partisanship is on display in 

Figure 1.  First, there is a clear, positive relationship between party power and voting for debt 

ceiling increases:  generally speaking, the more powerful a party, the more likely its members 

will vote to increase the debt limit.  The difference between the behavior of majority and 

minority parties under unified government is particularly stark.  In both House and Senate, 

minority parties in unified government provide the lowest levels of support for debt ceiling 

increases compared to the behavior of parties in any other configuration of power, while majority 

parties in unified government provide the highest levels of support.   

Second, Republicans and Democrats dramatically alter their behavior on debt ceiling 

votes when their institutional circumstances change.  When serving as the minority party in 

unified government, House and Senate Democrats offer no more support for debt ceiling 

increases than do Republicans.  But when positioned as the majority party, Democrats, like 

Republicans, muster high levels of support.  In unified government, for example, Senate 

Republicans deliver 2.5 times more support for debt ceiling increases (as a percentage of the 

party) when positioned as the majority compared to when they are serving as the minority, and 

House Republicans muster 5.8 times more support for debt ceiling increases when serving as the 

majority than as the minority.  These reversals are just as apparent among Democrats. 
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 Third, there are few differences between Republicans and Democrats when they are 

placed in similar institutional circumstances.  There is no statistically significant difference 

between Republicans and Democrats when situated as (1) the majority party in divided 

government in either House or Senate or (2) as the House minority party in unified government.  

In the Senate, Democrats provide slightly lower support for debt ceiling increases than 

Republicans when situated as the minority party in unified government (p<.05).  In the House, 

Democrats deliver a modestly higher level of support than Republicans when positioned as the 

majority party in unified government (p<.001).   

The one notable difference between Republican and Democratic behavior appears when 

they are serving as the minority party in divided government.  As a congressional minority 

whose party controls the presidency, Democrats put up a much larger average percentage of 

support to raise the debt ceiling than do Republicans when similarly positioned.  This difference 

is the result of the parties’ behavior during the Obama presidency, and if these years were 

excluded would not be in evidence.   

On two occasions under Obama, the minority party Democrats provided unanimous or 

nearly unanimous support for debt ceiling increases while most majority party Republicans voted 

no.  Importantly, Republicans supported bringing these bills to the floor—indeed, nearly every 

House Republican voted in favor of the rules that allowed the bills to be considered—but most 

Republicans refused to support raising the debt ceiling on final passage.  These unusual votes 

provoked some head shaking on the part of Democrats.  “This feels like ‘Alice in Wonderland,’ 

totally upside down,” said House Democratic Caucus Chairman Xavier Becerra (D-Calif.), “The 

majority is supposed to be the party that moves it forward because they run the ship” (Costa, et 

al. 2014).  These cases illustrate that the majority party in divided government has political 
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leverage to extract votes from the minority party so as to prevent embarrassment to the 

administration.  As one Republican aide observed looking toward the 2011 debt ceiling increase, 

“Ultimately, [Democrats] can’t allow [breaching the debt limit] to happen because there are real 

stakes here . . . and the president would look inept” (Dennis 2010).  However, it is not clear why 

majority-party Republicans in Democratic presidencies have been better able to use this leverage 

to elicit more debt ceiling votes from minority party Democrats than Democrats were able to do 

under circumstances when they were the majority party under Republican presidents. 

Perusing the Congressional Record underscores that members themselves are active 

participants in these partisan dramas and sometimes even self-conscious about their party’s 

inconsistent behavior over time.  Members of out-parties exploit these votes as an opportunity to 

criticize the fiscal record of in-parties.  Meanwhile, to little avail, members of majority parties 

complain about the minority’s behavior and criticize them as irresponsible and politically 

motivated.  Just one example from 1967 illustrates the typical pattern.  “I think this chore 

[increasing the debt limit] which is thrust upon us several times a year . . . gives credence to the 

reckless irresponsibility attributed to those in the administration who handle our financial 

matters,” said Rep. Jimmy Quillen (R-Tenn.) in a characteristic minority party complaint about 

the in-party’s fiscal profligacy and poor financial management.
7
  Pointing to a pattern obvious to 

members at the time, Rep. Ed Edmondson (D-Okla.), said, “The significant point about the 

record of the other side is that consistently, by overwhelming majorities, the Republicans voted 

for debt limit increases when a Republican President was in the White House, but they have 

consistently since that time voted against when a Democratic President was in the White 

                                                 
7
 Congressional Record, February 8, 1967, 3020. 
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House.”
8
  In response to such criticisms, Minority Leader Gerald Ford (R-Mich.) needled the 

Democrats by listing the large numbers of Democrats who had against raising the debt limit 

during the Republican-controlled 83rd Congress under President Eisenhower.  In reply, Majority 

Whip Hale Boggs (D-La.) conceded, “I did not necessarily say we should have voted that way”
9
   

 Changes in House procedures used for handling the debt limit over time also shed light 

on partisan incentives under different institutional configurations.  Frustrated by Republican 

minority party behavior on the debt limit during the presidency of Jimmy Carter (D), for 

example, Rep. Richard Gephardt (D-MO) proposed a successful amendment to the budget 

process in 1979 that eliminated the requirement that the House have a separate vote on the 

statutory debt limit.  Under this rule, the adoption of a budget resolution would “deem to have 

passed” an increase in the debt limit as needed to accommodate the planned budget.  For the 

subsequent decade, this rules change reduced the number of debt ceiling votes taken in the House 

of Representatives, though separate votes were still needed when the limit was reached before a 

budget resolution was approved or to adopt a conference report after the Senate had amended the 

House budget (Kowalcky and Leloup 1993, 20).  Once Republicans captured the House majority 

in 1994, they regularly suspended the Gephardt rule so as to require separate votes on the debt 

limit and thereby use these votes in efforts to politically highlight the issue and extract 

concessions from President Bill Clinton (D) (Krishnakumar 2005).  But once the debt ceiling 

needed to be raised under Republican president George W. Bush, House Republicans reinstated 

the Gephardt rule and employed it in both 2003 and 2005 to raise the debt ceiling (Binder 2013).  

In 2011, Republicans repealed the Gephardt rule, once again permitting the vote to be used in 

efforts to embarrass the administration and potentially gain leverage over another Democratic 

                                                 
8
 Ibid, 3015. 

9
 Ibid. 
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president (“New rules for the House” 2011).  Procedural machinations such as these demonstrate 

that members perceive that the partisan value of holding debt limit votes shifts under different 

institutional circumstances. 

 

Modeling Members’ Debt Ceiling Votes 

It is evident from the descriptive data that the institutional position of their parties matters 

greatly for members’ willingness to carry debt limit increases into law.  But it is important to 

evaluate these differences in light of other individual and electoral factors that are also likely to 

affect members’ behavior.  How does holding positions of institutional responsibility (such as 

party and committee leadership) affect members’ decisions?  Are freshmen or electorally 

vulnerable members less willing to vote in favor of debt ceiling increases?  Are centrist members 

more willing to vote in favor than extremist members?  Members may be more inclined to 

support a debt ceiling increase requested by an administration when the president has more 

support in their states or districts.  Members’ behavior may also vary depending on the size of 

the majority party’s margin of control, given the detrimental effects of large majorities on party 

discipline (Smith 2007, Patty 2008).   

 Logistic regression models of members’ behavior on debt ceiling votes are estimated for 

both House and Senate for the whole period, as well as for votes taken pre-and post-1980.  

Appendix B displays information about the coding of all the variables included in these models.  

The full results are displayed in Appendices C and D.   

 Table 1 displays the predicted probabilities that a member will vote to raise the debt limit 

under different institutional circumstances, holding all other variables constant at their means.  
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Broadly speaking, these results confirm that the patterns evident in the descriptive data displayed 

in Figure 1 remain robust after controlling for a wide array of other factors likely to affect 

members’ votes.   

In both House and Senate, members of parties with more institutional power are 

markedly more likely to vote for debt ceiling increases than members of parties with less power.  

Meanwhile, party affiliation has no statistically significant effect in the Senate, with Republican 

and Democratic senators being equally likely to support debt ceiling increases once other factors 

affecting their votes are controlled for.  In the House, Republicans are less likely to vote for debt 

ceiling increases than Democrats, though the difference is by no means stark:  all else equal, 

House Republicans vote yea at a probability of .5, as compared to a probability of .61 for 

Democrats (p<.001). 

[Table 1 here] 

 Effect of Majority Status in Unified Government:  In the House under conditions of 

unified government, a member of the majority party is four times more likely to vote in favor of 

a debt ceiling increase (p=.8) than a member of the minority party (p=.16).  The effect in the 

Senate is less pronounced than in the House, but still substantial.  Senators in unified government 

are 1.5 times as likely to support a debt ceiling increase when serving as the majority party 

(p=.85) than as the minority party (.34).  Chi-squared tests for these differences between 

majorities and minorities indicate that they are statistically distinct from zero at p<.001.   

Effect of Majority Status in Divided Government.  Members of majority and minority 

parties behave much more similarly under conditions of divided government than in unified 

government, reflecting their closer parity in party power.  In the House under divided 
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government, members of the minority party are estimated to vote yea at a probability of .58, 

while the probability for majority party members is .61.  In the Senate under divided 

government, members of the majority party have a probability of voting yea of .75, while 

members of the minority vote yea at a probability of .7.  These modest differences between the 

majority and minority parties in divided government are statistically significant at p<.05.   

 Effect of Controlling the Presidency on the Minority Party.  Members of minority parties 

in Congress are far more likely to support raising the debt limit when their party controls the 

presidency.  In the House, a minority party member of a party not controlling the presidency has 

only a .16 probability of supporting a debt limit increase, but a minority member whose party 

controls the presidency has a .58 probability of doing so, a 260 percent increase.  In the Senate, a 

minority party member is more than twice as likely to favor raising the debt ceiling when his 

party controls the presidency (p=.71) as when it does not (p=.34).  These differences are 

statistically significant at p<.001. 

 Effect of Controlling the Presidency on the Majority Party.  Members of the majority 

party are also more likely to deliver votes to raise the debt limit when their party controls the 

presidency than when it does not.  In the House, members of majority parties controlling the 

presidency are 31% more likely so support an increase (p=.8) in the debt ceiling than members of 

majority parties that do not control the presidency (p=.61).  In the Senate, majority party 

members who share the president’s party favor debt limit increases at p=.85, while majority party 

members who do not share the president’s party vote yea at p=.75, a 17 percent increase.  For 

both House and Senate, these differences are statistically significant at p<.001. 
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 Effect of Majority Party Size.  Majority size makes a significant difference for the 

behavior of House members, but not for senators.  The likelihood that a House member will 

support raising the debt limit declines as the majority’s margin of control increases, from .67 at 

the minimum to .47 at the maximum.  The variable has no statistically significant effect in the 

Senate, perhaps reflecting the less majoritarian character of that institution.  

 Table 2 displays the results of the control variables included in the models.  Taken 

together, the effects of the control variables on members’ behavior are weaker and less consistent 

than those displayed in Table 1.  The institutional position of members’ parties (e.g., majority or 

minority, control of the presidency) makes a bigger difference for their behavior on the debt 

ceiling than individual factors, such as leadership roles and electoral circumstances.  In many 

cases, the effects of these control variables are not similar across the two chambers. 

[Table 2 here] 

 Effect of Institutional Position.  Members in leadership positions are more likely to vote 

for debt ceiling increases.  Majority and minority party leaders in the House are 40% more likely 

to deliver votes in support of debt ceiling increases than rank and file members (p<.001).  In the 

Senate, party leaders are 23% more likely to vote in favor (p<.001).  House committee leaders, 

including both chairs and ranking members, are 14% more likely to vote yea than rank and file 

members (p<.001); Senate committee leaders are 7% more likely (p<.05).   

 Effect of Electoral Context.  The effects of electoral context on members’ behavior are 

mixed.  In the House, marginal (p<.05) and freshmen members (p<.001) are slightly less likely to 

favor raising the debt limit, but there are no analogous effects among senators.  Similarly, 
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retiring House members (p<.01), but not retiring senators, are more likely to vote yea.  Electoral 

support for the president in the states and districts of members makes no difference. 

[Figure 2 here] 

 Effect of Ideological Extremism.  Figure 2 displays the effect of ideological extremism on 

debt ceiling votes in both House and Senate.  The predicted probability that members in different 

institutional circumstances will vote to increase the debt limit is displayed for each percentile of 

extremism, ranging from most centrist to most extreme, with 95% confidence intervals around 

the estimates.  Interestingly, the effects of ideological extremism are dependent upon whether 

members are part of majority or minority parties.  Among majority party members (as shown 

with lines marked by triangles and crosses), centrists are less likely than other members of these 

parties to support debt ceiling increases, all else being equal.  By contrast, among minority party 

members (as shown with lines marked by diamonds and squares), centrists are markedly more 

likely than other members of their parties to support raising the debt limit.   

In short, moderate members are not, per se, more “responsible” in backing the Treasury’s 

requests for debt ceiling increases; their behavior is contingent upon their majority or minority 

party status.  At the same time, extremists are not necessarily more “irresponsible” in this sense, 

either.  Although extreme members of minority parties are far less likely than moderate members 

of their party to approve debt ceiling increases, extreme members of majority parties are 

modestly more likely than their own party’s moderates to help carry the measures. 

 

 



23 

 

The Politics of the Debt Limit Under Intensified Two-Party Competition 

 Analyses of House members’ and senators’ voting behavior on the debt limit reveals a 

strong pattern of government-versus-opposition partisanship throughout the whole 1953-2014 

period.  Members of parties in positions of power have to carry these unpopular measures, while 

members of parties with less power stand aside and vote no.   

Despite the persistent pattern evident throughout the data, it is reasonable to suppose that 

incentives for members to engage in government-versus-opposition partisanship strengthen once 

alternation of party majorities is re-introduced back into congressional party politics.  For the 

nearly 50 years between 1932 and 1980, Democrats had controlled both House and Senate for all 

but two Congresses.  Under such circumstances, the minority Republicans perceived less near-

term prospect of being able to re-take control than minority parties usually do in the 

contemporary era.  A party that does not believe it has a realistic chance at winning control has 

less motivation to exploit opportunities to denounce the majority party’s performance and to 

strategically withhold support so as to force the majority’s marginal members to take painful 

votes.  By contrast, in the contemporary environment of the “permanent campaign” and much 

fiercer two-party competition for control of Congress, one would expect congressional partisans 

to look for every available opening to undercut their opposition. 

 In order to gauge whether partisan patterns in debt limit voting are stronger in the 

contemporary period, we estimate the models of members’ behavior on these votes for both the 

pre- and post-1980 period.  Figure 3 displays the estimated probability for both House and 

Senate that members will support debt ceiling increases when their party is situated in each 

condition of institutional power, ranging from least to most powerful:  a minority party in unified 
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government, a minority party controlling the presidency, a majority party not controlling the 

presidency, and a majority party in unified government.  The results are displayed for both pre- 

and post-1980, with confidence intervals around the estimates.
10

   

[Figure 3 here] 

 In both House and Senate, contemporary minority parties have tended to withdraw 

support for debt ceiling increases relative to their willingness to support them in the pre-1980 

period.  In both the contemporary Senate and House, a minority member in unified government 

post-1980 is less than half as likely as a similarly situated member before 1980 to vote yea.  

Members of minority parties in divided government have also substantially reduced their support 

for debt ceiling increases.  In the Senate in the pre-1980 period, minority members whose party 

controlled the presidency voted for debt ceiling increases at a probability of .87; in the post-1980 

period, these senators vote yea at only a probability of .5, a 42 percent decline.  Contemporary 

House members serving as a minority party controlling the presidency are 25 percent less likely 

to vote for debt ceiling increases compared to such parties in the pre-1980 period.  The gap 

between two periods in most cases exceeds the confidence intervals around the estimates.   

 In the Senate, contemporary majority parties have also stepped up their support for debt 

ceiling increases, relative to majority parties of the past.  This points to stronger party discipline 

in shouldering these votes, possibly prompted by the minority’s withdrawing of support.  

However, a similar pattern is not evident in the House.  Contemporary House majority parties in 

unified government behave similarly as those in pre-1980 period.  Furthermore post-1980 House 

majority parties in divided government have actually reduced their support relative to similarly 

                                                 
10

 Hausman tests of the equality of the party control coefficients across the pre-and post-1980 

models reject the null of no difference at p<.001 for both House and Senate.   
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situated parties in the pre-1980 period, reflecting the shift in Republican party behavior on debt 

ceiling votes as the congressional majority under President Barack Obama. 

 Despite some complexities in the patterns, the pre- and post-1980 comparisons suggest 

that government-opposition partisanship has strengthened in the contemporary period.  The 

behavioral gaps between members of parties with more and less institutional power are starker 

than they were in the past.   

 

Conclusion 

 Analyzing behavior on debt limit votes from 1953-2014 sheds light on the congressional 

politics of government-versus-opposition in a complex system of divided powers.  Even though 

raising the debt ceiling is something neither liberals nor conservatives per se want to do, the 

congressional politics of passing these measures is intensely partisan, with members’ willingness 

to support debt limit increases heavily influenced by their party’s institutional position.  

Generally speaking, the more power members’ parties have, the more willing they are to vote in 

favor of raising the debt ceiling.  Majority party members are more likely than minority party 

members to vote yea, as are members of parties that control the presidency.  Meanwhile, 

members of parties with less power are much less willing to support these measures.  In most 

circumstances, these patterns hold regardless of members’ party affiliation, and they are 

especially prominent in unified government.   

Furthermore, there is evidence that government-versus-opposition conflict on the debt 

limit is more pronounced after 1980.  Under conditions of intensified competition for majority 

party control of Congress, it is reasonable to suppose that members would more aggressively 
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seek out opportunities to put the opposition party on the wrong side of public opinion, force its 

marginal members to take tough votes, and criticize its performance.  Throughout the period, the 

debt limit has always presented partisan opportunities along these lines, but the data suggest that 

members’ votes are more structured by their parties’ institutional circumstances in the post-1980 

period.  The behavioral gaps across members of parties in different institutional circumstances 

are wider in the contemporary era, particularly in the Senate. 

 Although this paper has focused exclusively on members’ behavior on the debt limit, 

there is little reason to think government-versus-opposition partisanship is confined to this single 

issue.  The debt limit merely offers good leverage on such behavior, because the issue recurs 

repeatedly over time, allowing one to observe how members and parties act under different 

conditions of institutional control.  But in principle the same dynamics ought to apply to many 

other, nonrecurring issues.  Government-versus-opposition partisanship seems especially likely 

to come into play when leaders attempt to manage issues in which unpopular options have to be 

considered or downsides imposed on particular constituencies.  Such tradeoffs are especially 

likely when Congress enacts comprehensive reforms of complex extant policies or sets fiscal 

priorities under conditions of austerity.   

Even though lines of party responsibility are much less clear in the US system than in 

Westminster systems, they are not entirely absent.  As such, partisanship in Congress can be 

shaped by a politics of the “ins” versus the “outs,” as well as by a politics of left versus right.  

Members of parties with more power have a greater burden of governance, while those with less 

power are more free to take popular positions.  Having power and an expectation of being held 

accountable for outcomes forces political leaders to make choices about tradeoffs and the 

allocation of scarce resources.  Meanwhile, a party less accountable for outcomes is better able to 
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criticize, exploit any dissatisfaction with the opposition’s choices, and to oppose while not 

offering specific or workable alternatives.  Particularly in an environment when party control of 

Congress seems frequently to hang in the balance, one would hardly expect members to eschew 

such weapons in their quest for power.   
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Table 1:  Party Power and the Probability of Voting Yea on Debt Ceiling Increases, 1953-2014 

 House Senate 

   Difference 

(chi
2
) 

  Difference 

(chi
2
) 

Effect of majority status ... Minority Majority  Minority Majority  

in unified government (+) .16 .80 .64*** .34 .85 .51*** 

   (3363.57)   (324.33) 

in divided gvt (+) .58 .61 .03* .70 .75 .05* 

   (3.27)   (3.21) 

Effect of controlling the presidency ... 
Does Not 

Control 

 

Controls 
 

Does Not 

Control 

 

Controls 

 

on the minority party (+) .16 .58 .42*** .34 .71 .37*** 

   (1135.02)   (153.52) 

on the majority party (+)  .61 .80 .19*** .75 .85 .10*** 

   (469.43)   (23.73) 

Effect of ... Min Max  Min Max  

being a Republican (0, 1) (-) .61 .50 -.11*** .68 .66 -.02 

   (92.51)   (.59) 

the size of majority party (-) .67 .47 -.20*** .67 .66 -.01 

   (211.49)   (.82) 

Note: Predicted probabilities from Model 1 in Appendices C & D.  All other variables held at mean values.  Expected direction of 

effects shown in parentheses next to variable names.  *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05    

 

In both House and Senate, the more power members have, the more likely they are to vote for debt ceiling increases.  In unified 

government, members of majority parties are much more likely to vote yea than members of minority parties; in divided government, 

majority parties are slightly more supportive than minority parties.  Regardless of majority status, members are more likely to vote 

yea when their party controls the presidency.  All else equal, House Republicans are less likely to vote yea, but party affiliation makes 

no difference in the Senate.  
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Table 2:  Effects of Institutional Position, Electoral Context, and Legislative Vehicle on the Probability of Voting for Debt Ceiling 

Increases, 1953-2014 

 House Senate 

  

Min 

 

Max 

Difference 

(chi
2
) 

 

Min 

 

Max 

Difference 

(chi
2
) 

Institutional Position       

Party leader (0, 1) (+) .57 .80 .23*** .66 .81 .15*** 

   (126.36)   (17.31) 

Committee leader (0, 1) (+) .56 .64 .08*** .65 .70 .05* 

   (22.99)   (3.98) 

Electoral context       

Margin in last election (+) .58 .55 .03* .70 .56 .14 

   (4.11)   (4.9) 

Announced retirement (0, 1) (+) .57 .62 .05** .67 .68 .01 

   (8.09)   (.07) 

Freshman member (0, 1) (-) .58 .53 -.05*** .67 .66 -.01 

   (23.19)   (.27) 

President’s vote share
a
 (+) .55 .61 .06 .67 .67 n.a. 

   (1.99)   n.a. 

Legislative vehicle       

Extraneous provisions included (0, 1) (+) .56 .56 n.a. .63 .73 .10*** 

   n.a.   (35.89) 

Note: Predicted probabilities from Model 1 in Appendices C & D.  All other variables held at mean values.  Expected direction of 

effects shown in parentheses next to variable names.  *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05    
a
 Results for president’s vote share from Model 4 in Appendix B. 

In both House and Senate, members in positions of institutional responsibility are more likely to vote for debt ceiling increases than 

rank and file members.  The results for electoral context are not consistent across the two chambers.  In the House, marginal and 

freshman members are slightly less likely to vote for debt limit increases, but not in the Senate.  Retiring House members, but not 

senators, are slightly more likely to support debt ceiling increases.  The president’s vote share in the state or district does not have an 

effect.  Senators are more likely to vote for a debt ceiling increase as part of a larger legislative package; House members are not.
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Panel A: Senate Votes 

 
Panel B: House Votes 

 

Figure 1:  Percentage of Members Voting to Raise the Debt Limit, 1953-2014 

The more power members have, the more likely they are to vote for debt ceiling increases.  

Majority parties in unified government provide the highest percentage of votes for debt ceiling 

increases; minority parties in unified government provide the lowest.  Party affiliation makes 

relatively little difference.  
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Panel A: Senate Votes 

 
Panel B: House Votes 

 

Figure 2: Probability of Voting for Debt Limit Increases, By Party and Ideology, 1961-2014 

Predicted probabilities and confidence intervals from Model 1 of Appendices C and D.   

As members become more ideologically extreme they are more likely to vote for debt ceiling 

increases while in the majority, but less likely to do so when in the minority.   
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Panel A: Senate 

Panel B: House 

 

Figure 3: Party Behavior on Debt Ceiling Increases, Pre- and Post-1980 

Source: Predicted probabilities and confidence intervals calculated from Models 2 & 3 in 

Appendices C & D.  Hausman tests for the equality of the party control coefficients across the 

two models reject the null at p<.001 for both House (chi
2
=137.36) and Senate (chi

2
=83.08).  

Contemporary minority party members in both House and Senate have withdrawn support for 

debt ceiling increases compared to the behavior of such parties in the past.  In the Senate, 

majority parties have increased their support, relative to past majorities.  In the House, the 

majority party in divided government is less likely to vote yes than in the past. 
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Appendix A: Final Passage Votes on Debt Ceiling Increases, 1953-2014 

Bill Date Yeas (N) Nays (N) 

    

House Votes    

HR 6672 7/31/1953 239 158 

HR 6992 6/27/1955 267 56 

HR 9955 1/23/1958 328 71 

HR 7749 6/19/1959 256 117 

HR 7677 6/26/1961 231 148 

HR 10050 2/20/1962 251 144 

HR 11990 6/14/1962 211 192 

HR 6009 5/15/1963 213 204 

HR 7824 8/8/1963 221 175 

HR 8969 11/7/1963 187 179 

HR 11375 6/18/1964 203 182 

HR 8464 6/9/1965 229 165 

HR 15202 6/8/1966 199 165 

HR 10328 6/7/1967 199 209 

HR 10867 6/26/1967 217 196 

HR 8508 3/19/1969 313 93 

HR 17802 6/3/1970 236 127 

HR 4690 3/3/1971 360 3 

HR 12910 2/9/1972 247 147 

HR 15390 6/27/1972 302 35 

HR 8410 6/13/1973 294 54 

HR 11104 11/7/1973 253 153 

HR 14832 5/23/1974 191 190 

HR 2634 2/5/1975 248 170 

HR 7545 6/16/1975 175 225 

HR 8030 6/24/1975 223 196 

HR 10049 10/29/1975 178 217 

HR 10585 11/13/1975 213 198 

HR 11893 2/25/1976 212 189 

HR 14114 6/14/1976 184 177 

HR 8655 9/19/1977 180 201 

HR 9290 9/28/1977 377 17 

HR 11180 3/7/1978 165 248 

HR 11518 3/21/1978 233 172 

HR 12641 5/17/1978 167 228 

HR 13385 7/19/1978 205 202 
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HR 1894 2/28/1979 194 222 

HR 2534 3/15/1979 209 165 

HR 5229 9/20/1979 200 215 

HR 5369 9/26/1979 219 198 

HR 7428 5/29/1980 335 34 

HR 1553 2/5/1981 305 104 

HR 5665 5/22/1984 152 265 

HR 5927 6/28/1984 138 282 

HR 5953 6/29/1984 201 190 

HR 5395 8/14/1986 216 199 

HR 2360 5/13/1987 296 124 

HR 3022 7/29/1987 183 230 

HR 3024 8/1/1989 231 185 

HR 5355 7/31/1990 221 205 

HR5835 10/26/1990 227 200 

HR 1430 4/2/1993 237 177 

HR 2264 8/5/1993 218 216 

HR 3021 3/12/1996 362 51 

HR 3136 3/26/1996 328 91 

HR 2015 8/5/1997 346 85 

S2578 6/28/2002 215 214 

S2986 11/18/2004 208 204 

HR 3221 7/23/2008 272 152 

HR 1424 10/3/2008 263 171 

HR 1 2/17/2009 246 183 

HR 4314 12/28/2009 218 214 

HJ Res 45 2/4/2010 234 187 

HR325 1/23/2013 285 144 

S. 365 8/1/2011 269 161 

HR 2775 10/16/2013 285 144 

HJ Res 372 12/11/1985 271 154 

S540 2/11/2014 221 201 

    Senate Votes 

   HR 11990 6/28/1962 56 34 

HR 6009 5/28/1963 60 24 

HR 7824 8/20/1963 57 31 

HR 8969 11/21/1963 50 26 

HR 11375 6/26/1964 48 21 

HR 8464 6/16/1965 61 26 

HR15202 6/16/1966 50 17 
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HR 4573 2/21/1967 39 31 

HR 10867 6/27/1967 60 30 

HR 8508 3/26/1969 67 18 

HR 17802 6/29/1970 64 19 

HR 4690 3/12/1971 76 0 

HR 12910 3/8/1972 55 33 

HR 15390 6/30/1972 73 3 

HR 8410 6/27/1973 63 2 

HR 11104 11/27/1973 48 36 

HR 14832 6/26/1974 58 37 

HR 2634 2/17/1975 70 20 

HR 8030 6/26/1975 72 21 

HR 9290 9/30/1977 58 30 

HR 13385 8/2/1978 62 31 

HR 2534 3/27/1979 62 33 

HR 5369 9/28/1979 49 29 

HR 7428 6/4/1980 67 20 

HR 7471 5/30/1980 47 10 

HJ Res 569 6/26/1980 54 39 

HR 1553 2/6/1981 73 18 

HJ Res 265 9/29/1981 64 34 

HJ Res 520 9/23/1982 50 41 

HR 2990 5/25/1983 51 41 

HJ Res 654 10/12/1984 37 30 

HJ Res 372 12/11/1985 61 31 

HJ Res 668 8/9/1986 47 40 

HR 2360 5/14/1987 58 36 

HR 3190 8/7/1987 51 39 

HR5835 10/27/1990 54 45 

HR 2264 8/6/1993 50 50 

HR 2015 7/30/1997 85 15 

S2578 6/11/2002 68 29 

HJ Res 51 5/23/2003 53 44 

S2986 11/17/2004 52 44 

HJ Res 47 3/16/2006 52 48 

HJ Res 43 9/27/2007 53 42 

HR 3221 7/26/2008 72 13 

HR 1424 10/1/2008 74 25 

HR 1 2/13/2009 60 38 

HR 4314 12/24/2009 60 39 

HJ Res 45 1/28/2010 60 39 
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S. 365 8/2/2011 74 26 

HR 325 1/31/2013 64 34 

HR 2775 10/16/2013 81 18 

S. 540 2/12/2014 54 43 

HJ Res 519 6/23/1982 49 41 

HJ Res 324 9/23/1987 64 34 
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Appendix B:  Variables and Coding 

Majority party member is coded 1 for majority party members in each Congress, otherwise 0. 

Same party as the president is coded 1 for members who share the president’s party, otherwise 0. 

Majority party’s margin of control is coded as the difference between the percentage of the seats 

held by the majority and minority parties in the chamber. 

Republican is coded as 1 for Republican members, otherwise 0. 

Extremism is the absolute distance of a member’s DW-NOMINATE score from 0.  Data 

obtained from Voteview.com. 

Party leader is coded as 1 for the top party leadership of each chamber (Speaker of the House, 

majority and minority leaders, and majority and minority whips), otherwise 0.   

Committee leader is coded as 1 for the chairs and ranking members of all the standing 

committees of Congress in each Congress. 

Majorityparty#Samepartypresident is an interaction term to ascertain whether the effect of 

majority party status varies depending on whether the party also controls the presidency. 

Majorityparty#Extremism is an interaction term to ascertain whether the effect of extremism 

varies across the majority and minority parties. 

Samepartypresident#Extremism is an interaction term to ascertain whether the effect of 

extremism varies depending on whether the member shares the president’s party. 

Majoritymargin#Majorityparty is an interaction term to ascertain whether the effect of the 

majority party margin varies depending on whether a member is part of the majority party in the 

chamber.   

Margin in the last election is the member’s share of the two party vote in his or her last election. 

Announced retirement is coded as 1 if the vote occurred after the member had announced his or 

her retirement from Congress, otherwise 0.  These data are courtesy of David Karol, University 

of Maryland. 

Freshman member is coded as 1 if the member is serving his or her first term, otherwise 0. 

President’s vote share is the percentage of the vote the president received in the member’s state 

or district in the most recent election.  For the House after 1966, these data were obtained from 

the Almanacs of American Politics.  Before 1966, we were unable to get a complete set of data 

that included the president’s vote share for all the urban House districts, though we filled in all 

the results for districts not divided across counties from a dataset compiled by James M. Snyder, 
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Jr.  Because of the loss of cases in the early period for the House, we estimated the models with 

and without this variable.  

Part of broader package is coded 1 when the bill raising the debt limit contains extraneous 

provisions, otherwise 0. 
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Appendix C:  House Members’ Votes on Debt Limit Increases, 1953-2014 

 (1) 

All Years 

(2) 

Post-1980 

(3) 

Pre-1980 

(4) 

All Years 

Majority party member (1, 0) 0.24 2.35*** -0.29 2.50*** 

 (0.15) (0.29) (0.20) (0.22) 

Same party as president (1, 0) 1.49*** 3.21*** 1.72*** 1.46*** 

 (0.11) (0.23) (0.14) (0.16) 

Majority’s margin of control -0.01*** -0.02*** -0.01*** 0.001 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) 

Republican (0, 1) -0.62*** -0.18* -0.51** -0.35** 

 (0.06) (0.09) (0.17) (0.13) 

Extremism  -5.38*** -1.48* -5.58*** -3.69*** 

 (0.36) (0.57) (0.48) (0.42) 

Party leader (1, 0) 1.52*** 1.58*** 1.42*** 0.92*** 

 (0.17) (0.35) (0.15) (0.21) 

Committee leader (1, 0) 0.44*** 0.61*** 0.37** 0.44** 

 (0.09) (0.11) (0.13) (0.13) 

Majorityparty#Sameparty -1.21*** -1.39*** -1.31*** -1.84*** 

 (0.10) (0.16) (0.13) (0.14) 

Majorityparty#Extremism 6.42*** 0.78 9.18*** 2.66*** 

 (0.43) (0.60) (0.60) (0.48) 

Sameparty#Extremism 2.64*** -1.24* 2.06** 4.15*** 

 (0.32) (0.53) (0.47) (0.48) 

Majoritymargin#Majorityparty 0.002 0.01*** 0.001 -0.01*** 

 (0.001) (0.003) (0.001) (0.002) 

Margin in last election -0.002* 0.001 -0.001 -0.004** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Announced retirement (1, 0) 0.31*** 0.35* 0.29* 0.23 

 (0.11) (0.14) (0.16) (0.14) 

Freshman member (1, 0) -0.28*** -0.11 -0.38*** -.08 

 (0.06) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08) 

President’s district vote share    0.46 

    (0.32) 

Extraneous provisions (1, 0) 0.06 0.02 0.17*** 0.03 

 (0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) 

Constant 0.80*** -0.59** 0.72** -.67** 

 (0.12) (0.23) (0.19) (0.24) 

Pseudo R
2
 0.21 0.19 0.26 0.28 

Observations 28,125 11,349 16,776 13,634 

Dependent variable is House members’ votes on debt ceiling increases, with “yea” coded as 1, 

“nay” as 0.  

Logistic regression coefficients displayed, with robust standard errors clustered on individual 

members in parentheses. 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
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Appendix D: Senators’ Votes on Debt Limit Increases, 1956-2014 

 (1) 

All years 

(2) 

Post-1980 

(3) 

Pre-1980 

    

Majority party member (1, 0) 0.34 0.27 -1.80 

 (0.36) (.43) (1.61) 

Same party as the president (1, 0) 1.48*** 2.75*** 1.05* 

 (0.29) (0.43) (0.48) 

Majority party’s margin of control 0.01 -0.11*** .02 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) 

Republican (0, 1) -0.10 -0.49* -1.45 

 (0.19) (0.19) (1.52) 

Extremism (DW-NOM distance from 0) -4.69*** -1.39 -7.73*** 

 (0.68) (0.74) (1.39) 

Party leader (1, 0) 0.94*** 0.73** 1.00* 

 (0.26) (0.31) (0.498) 

Committee leader (1, 0) 0.27* 0.20 0.43* 

 (0.13) (0.16) (0.22) 

Majorityparty#Samepartypresident -1.00*** -0.40 -1.94*** 

 (0.24) (0.26) (0.45) 

Majorityparty#Extremism 5.54*** 2.05* 8.20*** 

 (0.97) (0.96) (2.04) 

Samepartypresident#Extremism 0.91 -2.71*** 3.76*** 

 (0.69) (0.96) (1.34) 

Majoritymargin#Majorityparty -0.02 0.14*** 0.002 

 (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) 

Margin in last election -0.01* 0.01** -0.02** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.01) 

Announced retirement (1, 0) 0.05 0.07 -0.05 

 (0.20) (0.28) (0.35) 

Freshman member (1, 0) -0.08 0.24 -0.35* 

 (0.15) (0.21) (0.19) 

President’s vote share in the state -0.06 -1.42* -0.11 

 (0.56) (0.76) (0.86) 

Part of broader package (1, 0) 0.53*** 0.58*** 0.95*** 

 (.09) (0.14) (0.14) 

Constant 0.61 0.69 2.78 

 (0.45) (0.61) (1.61) 

Pseudo R
2 

.21 .28 .21 

Observations 4,566 2,510 2,056 

Dependent variable is senators’ votes on debt ceiling increases, with “yea” coded as 1, “nay” as 

0.  

Logistic regression coefficients displayed, with robust standard errors clustered on individual 

members in parentheses. 

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

 


