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ABSTRACT
This article empirically investigates the impact of the Tea Party
movement in the U.S. Congress by examining senatorial legis-
lative agendas, including bill and resolution introductions and
cosponsorships. Specifically, we test how senators responded
to the Tea Party movement by increasing their attention to
specific Tea Party issues. Our analysis accounts for state-level
and electoral factors, including the level of grassroots Tea
Party activity in a senator’s home state and the presence of a
Tea Party primary challenger. Our findings indicate that the
Tea Party led Republican senators to focus more on economic-
ally conservative issues in their legislative agendas, and that
this impacted the Republican Conference as a whole. Our
study of the Tea Party movement in the Senate highlights
how national forces can shape legislative activity in Congress.

The August recess is usually a time for members of Congress to return to
their districts and home states to hold events that tap into the public opin-
ion of potential voters. These working periods play an important role in
developing the personal connection that sends incumbent legislators back
to Congress at high rates. However, as foment over the Patient Protection
and Affordable Care Act grew on conservative news and websites, elected
officials returning home for the August 2009 recess faced anger and frustra-
tion from their constituents. Packing into town halls and campaign events,
members of the Tea Party movement pushed legislators to make promises
to reject Obamacare, rein in spending, lower tax rates, balance the budget,
and pay down the national debt.1 The media’s attention turned to these
conservative crusaders, wondering how Republicans in Congress would
choose to embrace the nascent Tea Party.
Despite anecdotal evidence that the Tea Party had an influence on mem-

bers of Congress, few studies have empirically tested if and how it impacted
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Congress. The lack of central leadership, as well as competing interests
within the movement, makes uncovering this influence even more difficult.
In this article, we investigate whether members of the U.S. Senate became
more responsive to economically conservative strains of the Tea Party or if
they embraced radically conservative positions on cultural issues espoused
by some on the fringes of the movement. We also examine how state-level
factors, such as the presence of Tea Party challengers and the levels of
grassroots Tea Party activity in senators’ home states, influenced attentive-
ness to Tea Party issues. Overall, we find the movement shaped engage-
ment on economic policies, rather than cultural ones, and senators
highlighted Tea Party issues through lower effort cosponsorships, rather
than transforming their full legislative agendas. Furthermore, these changes
were not localized to specific senators, but influenced the legislative behav-
ior of the entire Republican Conference. Our study of the Tea Party move-
ment in the Senate shows how national forces can shape legislative activity
in Congress. With senators feeling pressure from this movement, senatorial
agendas shifted to conform to their interests; the groups that sprung up
across the country had taken hold of the Republican Conference in
the Senate.

What does the Tea Party stand for?

By now, the roots of the Tea Party are well documented. Less than a
month after Barack Obama’s inauguration, CNBC fixture Rich Santelli let
loose an almost five-minute tirade about the moral hazards of bailing out
underwater homeowners. Speaking from the floor of the Chicago
Mercantile Exchange, Santelli railed against the Obama economic team
while the crowd of traders behind him cheered. As Santelli’s rant went
viral, a “New American Tea Party” rally was scheduled outside the White
House and a movement took hold with hundreds of grassroots organiza-
tions forming to stop President Obama’s political agenda.2 As politicians
and pundits turned their eyes toward the Tea Party, many wondered how
the Republican Party would respond to this surge in political energy.
Answering that question is not as easy as it may seem. Popular opinion

indicated the Tea Party was influencing sitting members of Congress. The
Washington Post, for instance, profiled Chuck Grassley’s (R-IA) experiences
in the summer of 2009 as evidence of growing Tea Party discontent.3

President Obama had identified Grassley as a key Republican vote needed
to pass the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. When he returned
to Iowa that summer, he faced increasingly hostile and upset activists and
voters in a series of town halls. This intense public pressure may have con-
tributed to Grassley’s eventual no vote “on” the bill.
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Existing research on the Tea Party’s influence on legislative behavior
confirms this anecdotal evidence, finding that the movement shifted voting
behavior. Gallagher and Rock (2012) found self-described Tea Party legisla-
tors voted together at a higher rate (88.3%) than all Republicans (86%) and
Tea Party-endorsed freshmen were less supportive of Obama’s priorities
than nonendorsed Republican freshman representatives (Bond 2013).
Ragusa and Gaspar (2016) also found the movement had “party-like”
effects. Members of the House Tea Party Caucus and representatives with a
grassroots Tea Party presence in their districts saw their voting records
move to the right in the 112th Congress without a return to the center in
the 113th Congress. Although voting records are important, they tell an
incomplete story about the role of the Tea Party in Congress. Bill introduc-
tions and cosponsorships are also tools legislators use to take positions on
issues important to potential voters. As discontent in the public grew, sena-
tors may have used their legislative agendas to address Tea Party concerns,
ensuring they had a record to tout, even if Tea Party legislation never
made it to the floor.
Although the Tea Party espoused a conservative, small government view-

point, which found adherents at the fringes of the Republican Party, the
movement never coalesced around a single leader, message, or mission
beyond distaste and distrust of the federal government. Instead, the collec-
tion of local groups, and even individuals, pushed different concerns. The
intra-party conflict was not new in 2010 and there is a history of factionali-
zation within both major parties since their formation. However, the roots
of the discontent in 2010, as argued by Libby (2014), stem from the
Gingrich era, when the Republican Party emerged with a platform encapsu-
lating a host of issues. The party’s focus, at least in elections, was on
recruiting any candidate that could defeat a Democrat. From this strategy
emerged a new name for moderate recruits, Republican in Name Only
(Libby 2014).
In many regards, the Tea Party movement sought to purify the

Republican Party of these moderates who had strayed from conservative
principles. Within the movement, some focused on economic issues,
including a push for lower tax rates, a balanced budget, a renewed commit-
ment to paying down the national debt, and a rejection of Obama’s bailout
of homeowners and auto companies (Skocpol and Williamson 2011). In
other words, they took Santelli’s words to heart. Republicans should stand
for the principles of fiscal conservativism, principles some felt had been
abandoned in the Bush presidency. Fiscally conservative Republicans began
to push back against the establishment Republican Party. This group
wanted their party to recede from the “big tent” approach to congressional
elections and focus instead on electing candidates whose economic policies
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were in line with their view of fiscal restraint (Libby 2014). There is some
debate as to whether this component of the movement was tied to estab-
lishment conservative groups. On one hand, Freedom Works, backed by
the Koch Brothers, began rating both House and Senate members on key
votes surrounding economic issues in the 109th Congress. In 2011, this
included legislation eliminating regulations, budget proposals with substan-
tial cuts to spending, reductions to the public debt, and restrictions on free
trade (FreedomWorks 2011). On the other hand, grassroots members
argued they were not associated with these national Tea Party PACS. As
Libby (2014) notes, these groups did not want to be connected to the
Washington elite. In the Utah Senate race, for instance, Tea Party activists
scoffed at the idea that DC-based interest groups were investing in the
defeat of Orrin Hatch (Libby 2014). Regardless, these PACs were happy
when their preferred candidates knocked off incumbent legislators that had
diverged from their desired policies.
On its face, fiscally conservative issues are traditionally Republican areas

that the party has “owned” for years (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994;
Petrocik 1996; Petrocik, Benoit, and Hansen 2003). However, Tea Party
legislation went beyond “normal” conservative viewpoints, often borrowing
language and ideas from the protestors that packed marches and events.
For example, in 2010, Senator Robert Bennett (R-UT) introduced a bill
amending the Balanced Budget and Emergency Deficit Control Act of
1985. Although balancing the budget is a traditional conservative position,
S. 3096, the Economic Disaster Prevention Act of 2010, was billed as legisla-
tion to prevent “economic disaster [emphasis added] by providing budget
reform.” The bill required any increase in spending to expire after 10 years.
The strict adherence to budgetary discipline makes Tea Party legislation
distinct from the owned positions of the mainstream Republican Party.
On the other side were the cultural conservatives.4 As Parker and

Barreto (2013) and Skocpol and Williamson (2012) contend, the Tea Party
movement was also a reaction to the presidency of Barack Obama and the
changing “face” of America. Parker and Barreto (2013) refer to these indi-
viduals as reactionary conservatives. Many in the grassroots Tea Party
movement felt America should go back to an earlier time when political,
economic, and social power was concentrated in the hands of white, het-
ero-normative, Christian men. This anti- “other” perspective, as Skocpol
and Williamson (2012) explain, manifests in the view that immigrants are
criminals that leech off the government and are taking over the country.
Some also felt that President Obama was an illegitimate president—quite
literally. A 2010 CBS News poll found 30% of self-described Tea Partiers
believed Obama was born outside of the United States, compared to 20%
of all Americans who believed the same.5 Further, they viewed the Obama
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agenda (e.g., the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act) as attempting
to destroy the country. Relatedly, Tea Party activists across the country
were eager to focus on the Constitution from their (often misinformed)
perspective (Skocpol and Williamson 2012), with a focus on patriotism as
represented in such things as the flag.
This rhetoric on “taking America back” was not new to American polit-

ics, and Republicans in the U.S. Senate were already tackling issues such as
restrictions on immigration before the Tea Party. For example, legislation
was consistently introduced in the Senate to increase border security and
strengthen enforcement of existing laws. However, although mainstream
Republican conservatives were concerned about immigration because of
their strong ideological beliefs on law and order, reactionary conservatives
were concerned about immigration because of their view that immigrants
were taking over the country (Parker and Barreto 2013). These reactionary
conservatives advocated for restrictions on birthright citizenship, and
increased policing of immigration status, and held an overall perception of
immigrants as criminals.6 The hostility in the Tea Party movement toward
the president undoubtedly fueled Republicans in Congress to object to the
president’s agenda and obstruct the implementation of the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act.
As discussed previously, the emergence of the Tea Party led members of

Congress to shift their voting behavior to the right. We expect a similar
change occurred in the content of legislators’ policy agendas. To demon-
strate responsiveness, legislators can engage in proactive activities that allow
them to take a position and show a commitment to Tea Party issues. Roll
call votes are important, and although legislators are constrained to a sim-
ple “yes” or “no” choice, votes are contingent upon leadership scheduling,
and, in the Senate, are subject to the whims of other senators who may
block legislation from coming to the floor. For legislators seeking to stake
out an agenda on Tea Party issues, waiting for an appropriate roll call vote
may have been a risky proposition.
An alternative strategy is for legislators to use other tools to define and

demonstrate their policy priorities. Bill and resolution introductions and
cosponsorships allow legislators to determine how much they want to par-
ticipate and on what issues (Hall 1996; Schiller 2000). If legislators are
driven by reelection, as we argue here, then they should also use those tools
to help them remain in office. Legislators introduce and cosponsor legisla-
tion to build legislative agendas that encompass their policy commitments,
allowing them to take positions on issues (Mayhew 1974). Members then
actively campaign on those legislative agendas, use them to follow through
on campaign promises (Sulkin 2009; 2011), shore up areas of concern
raised by their challengers (Sulkin 2005), and satisfy constituency demands
(Harward and Moffett 2010). Although bill and resolution introductions

64 C. SCHMITT ET AL.



take a good deal of time and effort to craft and formulate, cosponsorships
do not. Indeed, cosponsorships are an effective and low-effort tool for
legislators to position-take and communicate policy priorities to constitu-
ents (see Koger 2003)—which might be appealing to establishment
Republicans in Congress seeking to assuage the growing discontent in the
party without fully embracing the Tea Party movement.
Uncovering whether the Tea Party had an impact on the policy priorities

of Republicans in Congress is not a simple yes-or-no question given the div-
ide within the movement. Instead, it is a question of how they responded to
the disparate sides of the Tea Party. If the economically conservative groups
held sway, we would expect to find a growing attention to libertarian issues
like smaller government, reduced business and personal taxes, and the elim-
ination of deficit spending. If, however, reactionary conservatives were more
powerful, then cultural issues should consume legislators’ agendas. This
includes anti-other legislation, such as restrictions on citizenship, strength-
ened immigration policies, and English as the national language.
The rapid growth of the Tea Party in the 111th Congress (2010 election

cycle) and the 112th Congress (2012 election cycle) provides a ripe oppor-
tunity to test which faction of the Tea Party was more influential. We
investigate whether members of the U.S. Senate became more responsive
on economically conservative issues, which were tied not only to the grass-
roots but also to the Washington elite, or on reactionary conservative
issues, with roots solely planted in the grassroots movement. We contend
the movement did have an impact on the Senate Republic Conference, but
that senators were strategic in considering which factions to embrace in
their legislative agendas.

The senatorial saucer

The Senate provides a unique test of the Tea Party’s influence. Most exist-
ing work on the movement has focused on House members (Bond 2013,
Gallagher and Rock 2012, Ragusa and Gaspar 2016). In that chamber, the
Tea Party had formalized its network into the House Freedom Caucus,
which provides researchers with a list of affiliated legislators to analyze.
The House’s smaller, more homogenous districts may force representatives
to embrace the movement, especially when a higher number of constituents
self-identify with the group. Shorter electoral cycles also require members
to quickly respond to public pressures.
The Senate may respond to political changes more slowly. Historically,

the chamber was seen as the cooling saucer to the House’s teacup. With
six-year terms, senators could ascertain whether the Tea Party had staying
power before shifting their agendas. Representing an entire state, instead of
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a district, also means appeasing a more diverse coalition of voters. Overall,
this should make it more difficult to find any impact of the movement,
and any changes in behavior should be driven by actions perceived to be
the most electorally advantageous. Senators should embrace issues and
positions they see as more likely to be incorporated into the establishment
agenda, i.e., those most closely aligned with Republican-owned issues, such
as economic policies.
We argue that senators did adjust their legislative agendas to embrace

Tea Party issues. Ultimately, the attention that the movement received
coupled with intense constituent anger in their home states forced sitting
members to take Tea Party-friendly positions.

H1: Senators shifted their legislative agendas to incorporate more Tea Party
legislation as the movement grew in the 111th and 112th Congresses.

Beyond overall changes, we posit senators devoted more energy to eco-
nomically conservative Tea Party legislation than reactionary conservative
legislation. There are several factors driving our prediction. First, although
anti-other sentiments were present in the Tea Party, they were less repre-
sented in the public narrative around the movement. Second, although
there were vocal Tea Party senators in the chamber, there were also moder-
ate, mainstream senators who had records of bipartisan cooperation. For
those senators, incorporating conservative economic issues could be more
palatable than reactionary conservative issues that focus on culturally and
socially sensitive topics. Economically conservative issues also align with
existing policy concerns of the party, while still allowing them to take posi-
tions Tea Partiers in their states could appreciate. Finally, Karpowitz et al.
(2011) found endorsements by FreedomWorks had the largest impact on
vote share in the 2010 midterms, providing an electoral benefit to backing
their preferred constellation of issues. The combination of endorsement
potential and power, as well as the financial resources these existing polit-
ical groups held, may have led rational senators to move to the right on
economic policies.

H2: In response to the Tea Party movement, senators shifted their focus to
economically conservative issues more than reactionary conservative issues.

Did the Tea Party movement shift attention to Tea Party issues?

Our first cut at assessing the impact of the Tea Party in the U.S. Senate is
to examine whether the movement drove Republican senators to become
more active on Tea Party issues. Here, we are particularly interested in test-
ing whether the Tea Party caused individual senators to change the content
of their legislative policy agendas. If senators were responsive to the Tea
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Party movement, then senators in both the 111th and 112th Congresses
(2010 and 2012 election cycles) should shift their focus to Tea Party issues
more than senators in the 109th and 110th Congresses (2006 and 2008 elec-
tion cycle). If, however, senators in the 111th and 112th Congresses were
not responsive to the Tea Party, then we should expect no change in atten-
tion to Tea Party issues in those Congresses.
To investigate the influence of the Tea Party on the Senate, we created a

dataset of senators who served in the 108th through 112th Congresses,
focusing on the behavior of Republicans in the 109th through 112th

Congresses specifically. Only those senators who served the entire Congress
are included. Because we focus on how the Tea Party movement shaped
legislative behavior, we excluded senators who retired during or at the end
of a given Congress because the election-legislative behavior linkage is not
as pervasive.7 We also excluded those who left Congress before the end of
the term due to death or resignation.
Table 1 shows the number of senators in the Republican Conference in

each Congress, separated by those seeking reelection and those that are
not. Between the 109th and 112th Congresses, 74 individual Republican sen-
ators served, with 171 total observations during the period. There are 48
instances of reelection seekers in our sample. The largest number of
Republicans seeking reelection in our timeframe was 17 in the 110th

Congress. In the 111th and 112th Congresses, there are substantially fewer.
This could be part of the natural ebb and flow of senators’ six-year terms
but is more likely a function of strategic decisions by incumbent
Republicans not to seek reelection. Indeed, the “casualty list” for the 111th

Congress included several prominent Republican senators, including Kitt
Bond (MO) and Judd Gregg (NH), known for more moderate pol-
icy positions.
We examine the influence of the Tea Party movement on senators’ legis-

lative agendas—their bill and resolution introductions and cosponsorships.
We collected data on the issue content of Republican legislators’ bill and
resolution introductions and cosponsorships in the 108th through 112th

Congresses.8 Using Adler and Wilkinson’s Congressional Bills Project data,
we coded all bills and resolutions into a unique Tea Party Agendas coding

Table 1. Republican Conference membership.
Reelection Seeker Non-Reelection Seeker Total

109th Congress 14 40 54
110th Congress 17 24 43
111th Congress 11 23 34
112th Congress 6 36 43
Total 48 123 171

Note: Data represent the count of Republican senators in a given Congress. Counts do not include senators that
were up for reelection but retired in a given Congress, those that left their posts before the end of a given
Congress due to death or resignation, or those appointed/elected after the start of a Congress.
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scheme that identifies economically conservative legislation and reactionary
conservative legislation.
As we previously noted, although the Tea Party is a loose coalition of

local and state-level organizations, several common economic issues were
central to the movement, including reducing personal and business income
taxes, balancing the budget, controlling entitlement spending, scaling back
regulations, and eliminating deficit spending (Eichler 2016). To capture
those tenets, we coded four types of economically conservative legislation—
bills and resolutions about deregulation, the budget, taxes, and entitlement
reform. Deregulation encapsulated several areas, including financial and
labor regulations. For instance, after the passage of the Dodd-Frank Wall
Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act in 2010, several senators
introduced legislation to repeal the bill in whole or in part. Deregulation
also included bills that stripped power from unions. A budget bill included
any legislation intent on balancing the budget, cutting spending, paying
down the national debt, or checking for the necessity of government pro-
grams. For example, in 2009, Senator Jeff Sessions (R-AL) introduced a bill
(S. 834) requiring any funds remaining at the end of the fiscal year be used
to pay down the debt. We coded any bill that cut marginal tax rates, elimi-
nated taxes, and reduced the tax burden on small businesses and corpora-
tions as a tax bill. This also included legislation calling for the replacement
of our current tax structure with alternatives, such as a flat tax. Finally,
entitlement reform closely aligns with the Tea Party’s desire to cut govern-
ment spending and reduce the deficit. Bills in this area called for compre-
hensive reforms, limits and opt-outs on Medicare and Medicaid, work
requirements to obtain benefits, and legislation that extols personal respon-
sibility over government support.
The second category of Tea Party issues focuses on reactionary conserva-

tive legislation. Reactionary conservatives see cultural change—immigration,
the increasing diversification of the American population, expanded civil
rights, and a black president—as a takeover of their country (Parker and
Barreto 2013). It is not enough to simply stop Obama’s agenda, instead
reactionary conservatives believed policies needed to be rolled back to
reflect that values of a better, golden age of America. Immigration, nation-
alism, patriotism, and anti-Obama policies took center stage at many Tea
Party rallies across the country.
Given this focus, we developed a measure of reactionary conservative

legislation that encompasses three main policy areas. First, we coded a bill
or resolution as immigration policy and border security if the legislation
increased the number of border patrol agents or overall spending on border
patrol; matters: reimbursed states for incarcerating illegal immigrants;
reduced financial assistance for Mexico for each illegal border crossing;
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targeted smugglers of aliens; increased use of, and penalties for not using
e-verify by employers; removed judicial review for illegal immigrants
deported from the United States; and increased penalties for forged docu-
ments. Relatedly, we also coded legislation as reactionary conservative if it
was focused on promoting nationalism through the English language. This
legislation included making English the national language, prohibiting
funding for programs that use a language other than English, and the elim-
ination of the printing of government documents in a language other than
English. Continuing with this Tea Party view of patriotism, we coded bills
that centered on protecting the flag as reactionary conservative bills.9

Figure 1 shows the number of Tea Party (1) introductions and (2)
cosponsorships by members of the Senate in the 108th through 112th
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Figure 1. Tea Party introductions and cosponsorships (108th–112th Congresses).
Note: Data represent a count of the number of bills and resolutions introduced and cospon-
sored on Tea Party issues by all senators that served in the 108th – 112th Congresses.
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Congresses. The data are separated by reactionary conservative legislation
and economically conservative legislation. Attention to these issues varied
over time with an overall growth in economically conservative introduc-
tions and cosponsorships. However, the 112th Congress experienced an
increase in activity on both. There were 127 bills and resolutions intro-
duced on economically conservative issues in the 112th Congress, nearly
doubling that of the 111th Congress. Similarly, 1,452 cosponsorships of eco-
nomically conservative legislation were introduced in the 112th Congress,
almost four times that of the 111th Congress. Introductions on reactionary
conservative bills and resolutions remained relatively stable throughout the
period, with a dip in activity in the 111th Congress followed by an
uptick in the 112th Congress to map onto the levels of that in the
110th Congress (38 introductions). Similarly, a decrease occurred in
cosponsorship activity on reactionary conservative issues in the 111th

Congress, followed by an increase in this activity in the 112th Congress
(from 92 cosponsorships to 110 cosponsorships). Taken together, we see
that that although senators may not have been as proactive in crafting
legislation on Tea Party issues in the 112th Congress, they tended to be
active in cosponsoring legislation on both reactionary and economically
conservative issues.
Although counts of bill and resolution introductions and cosponsorships

show an uptick in activity, it may be that introductions and cosponsorships
overall increased in the 111th and 112th Congresses and thus the increase
in attention to Tea Party issues is a manifestation of the increased levels of
activity overall. Given this, we developed a measure of the content of legis-
lators’ agendas that is standardized across Congresses. We then examined
the percentage of senators’ bill and resolution introductions and cosponsor-
ships that concern Tea Party issues.
Figure 2 shows the mean percentage of Tea Party bill and resolution

introductions and cosponsorships [# Tea Party introductions (cosponsor-
ships)/total # introductions (cosponsorships)] for Republican senators in
the 108th through 112th Congresses separated by reactionary conservative
and economically conservative bills and resolutions. Here, we see
Republican senators focused primarily on economically conservative legisla-
tion. In the 108th Congress, just over 2% of Republican senators’ introduc-
tions were on economically conservative issues. However, this grew to
14.9% in the 112th Congress. Similarly, whereas 2% of these senators’
cosponsorships were on economically conservative issues in the 108th

Congress, this grew to 18.8% in the 112th Congress. For both measures, the
112th Congress shows a substantial increase in attention to economically
conservative issues. The share of senators’ introductions on reactionary
conservative measures did not increase over time, nor did senators’ share
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of reactionary conservative cosponsorships. Bill introductions on reaction-
ary conservative legislation ranged from 0.4% to 2.5% in these Congresses,
and bill sponsorships on this legislation ranged from 1.2% to 2.4%, with no
particular pattern of activity.
Although evidence suggests that senators were responsive to the Tea

Party movement in their legislative agendas in both the number of bills
and the percentage of their policy agendas devoted to Tea Party issues, this
does not provide a definitive picture of the role of the movement in shap-
ing senators’ attentiveness. To fully explore this, we developed measures
that capture the between-Congress changes in the content of sen-
ators’ agendas.
The dependent variables of the analysis are the between-Congress per-

centage change in Tea Party content of each senator’s bill and resolution
(1) introductions and (2) cosponsorships. Two sets of dependent variables
capture the between-Congress change in Republican senators’ legislative
agendas: D reactionary conservative introductions and D reactionary conser-
vative cosponsorships; and D economically conservative introductions and D
economically conservative cosponsorships. For example, freshman Republican
Senator Mike Johanns (NE) sponsored nine bills in the 111th Congress,
none of which were on economically conservative Tea Party issues.
However, in the following Congress, Johanns sponsored 18 bills, four
(22%) of which were on economically conservative Tea Party issues. Thus,
his D economically conservative introductions score is 22.22%. We followed
the same approach in assessing between-Congress changes in reactionary
conservative introductions, and both sets of between-Congress changes in
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Figure 2. Tea Party issues and Republican senators’ legislative agendas
(108th–112th Congresses).
Note: Figure shows the mean percentage of Tea Party bills that comprise Republican senators’
legislative agendas in the 108th – 112th Congresses. Activity of senators that were up for reelec-
tion but retired in a given Congress, or those that left their posts before the end of a given
Congress due to death or resignation are not included in the data.
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Tea Party cosponsorships. In short, these measures indicate whether the
movement led senators to become more or less focused on Tea Party issues
in their legislative agendas.
Figure 3 shows the mean between-Congress change in Tea Party issue

attention for Republican senators in the 109th through 112th Congresses
(2006–2012). First, there continues to be no consistent linkage between
legislative activity on reactionary conservative Tea Party issues and the
emergence of the Tea Party movement. In fact, bill sponsorships and
cosponsorships on these issues decreased in the 111th and 112th Congresses
thus suggesting that Republican senators refocused their policy agendas on
other issues during this time. However, evidence indicates that Republican
senators in the 111th and 112th Congresses responded to the Tea Party by
cosponsoring economically conservative issues. In the 111th Congress,
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Figure 3. Between-Congress D in percent Tea Party introductions and cosponsorships
(109th–112th Congresses).
Note: Figure shows the mean between-Congress percentage change in senators’ bill and reso-
lution (1) introductions and (2) cosponsorships on Tea Party issues [T2 #Tea Party introductions
(cosponsorships) / T2 total # introductions (cosponsorships)] – [T1 #Tea Party introductions
(cosponsorships) / T1 total # introductions (cosponsorships)]. Sample does not include the spon-
sorship and cosponsorship activity of senators that retired in a given Congress, or those that
left their posts before the end of a given Congress due to death or resignation.
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Republican senators increased their attention to economically conservative
issues by just under 3%, about four cosponsorships and, in the 112th

Congress, a near 12% increase occurred (�20 cosponsorships).
In sum, the evidence suggests the rise of the Tea Party in 2010 drove

incumbents in the 111th and 112th Congresses/2010 and 2012 election
cycles to be responsive to the growing dissatisfaction within their party as
shown by their cosponsorship activity on economic issues. This is not par-
ticularly surprising because, as discussed earlier, cosponsorships are a lower
effort legislative tool that allows legislators to take positions on issues. Bill
introductions, on the other hand, require a great deal more effort and com-
mitment. In response to the discontent within the party, it makes sense
that senators would seek out ways to engage the issues that are the prior-
ities of this grassroots movement, particularly if it does not entail a large-
scale effort to re-craft their legislative agendas. Furthermore, the evidence
thus far indicates that the Republican establishment in Congress was
responsive to the economic conservative priorities of the Tea Party rather
than the reactionary conservative elements.
To more fully assess the Tea Party’s impact, we test whether Republican

senators enhanced their attention to Tea Party issues in the wake of the
movement (111th Congress) and following the 2010 Tea Party victories
(112th Congress). If we find that the change in attention to Tea Party issues
is similarly distributed across all Congresses, then this supports the idea
that the Tea Party did not impact senators’ legislative agendas. If, however,
there is a pronounced shift in focus to Tea Party issues in senators’ legisla-
tive agendas in the 111th and 112th Congresses, then this suggests that
Republicans in the Senate were responsive to the movement.
To determine if the increase in attention to Tea Party issues in the 111th

and 112th Congresses holds both statistical and substantive significance, we
developed models predicting between-Congress changes in legislators’ agen-
das on bill introductions (D reactionary conservative introductions and D
economically conservative introductions) and cosponsorships (D reactionary
conservative cosponsorships and D economically conservative cosponsorships).
The models include control variables. First, we include structural varia-

bles for ideology and freshman status. Ideology is the first dimension DW-
NOMINATE score (Poole and Rosenthal 2000) and freshman is an indica-
tor variable of whether the senator is in his or her first term. We expect
ideologically extreme conservatives will be more attentive to Tea Party
issues, will be more responsive to the growing displeasure in their party
over time, and will focus their legislative agendas on both reactionary and
economically conservative issues. We also expect freshman senators to be
more responsive to their party base by toeing the party line with their pol-
icy agendas as they wade through their first term in office. Relatedly, it
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may be as senators’ tenure in office grows, their legislative agendas become
more consistent and less likely to shift. Given this, seniority controls for the
number of terms in office. Finally, we control for whether senators had pri-
mary challengers in the previous election. If such challengers were present
in the last election cycle, then senators might be more responsive to their
party base as they approach—or are engaged in—the next election. Thus,
these senators might shift their focus to both economic and reactionary
conservative legislation.
Our key independent variables are indicators of the 111th Congress and

112th Congress. Here, we test whether senators in the 2010 and 2012 elec-
tion cycles engaged in larger shifts of attention to Tea Party issues com-
pared to senators in the 109th and 110th Congresses. The positive and
significant coefficients for these two variables suggest Senate Republicans in
the Tea Party-era Congresses became more responsive to Tea Party policy
priorities in their legislative agendas, well above that of the average
Republican senator in previous Congresses.
Table 2 presents the results of the OLS models predicting between-

Congress changes in introduction and cosponsorship activity on Tea Party
issues. The results indicate that Republican senators, in the wake of the
2010 election (111th Congress) and following it in the 112th Congress,
responded to the discontent in their party in two distinct ways. On the one
hand, in the 111th Congress, senators became less active on reactionary
conservative legislation. Here, Republicans both introduced and cospon-
sored less legislation on these issues, by 3% and 2% (about one introduc-
tion and three cosponsorships). On the other hand, in both the 111th and
112th Congress Republican senators increased their attention to

Table 2. Republican Senate shift in attention to Tea Party issues.
Reactionary Conservative

Legislation
Economically Conservative

Legislation

Introductions Cosponsorships Introductions Cosponsorships

111th Congress �0.03� (0.01) �0.02� (0.01) 0.01 (0.03) 0.02�� (0.00)
112th Congress �0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.00) 0.03 (0.02) 0.11�� (0.01)
Ideology 0.00 (0.01) 0.01 (0.00) 0.04 (0.03) 0.04�� (0.01)
Seniority 0.00 (0.00) �0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00)
Freshman 0.01 (0.01) 0.01� (0.00) 0.06�� (0.02) �0.01� (0.00)
Previous Primary Challenger? �0.01 (0.01) �0.01�� (0.00) �0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.00)
Constant 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.00) �0.02 (0.02) �0.01 (0.00)
F 1.48 4.37�� 4.26�� 71.32��
R2 0.09 0.14 0.06 0.77
N 141 141 141 141
��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05; #p< 0.075.
Note: Data are from the 109th –112th Congresses. The unit of analysis is the individual Republican senator in a
given Congress. The dependent variables are the between-Congress percentage change in senators’ bill and
resolution (1) introductions and (2) cosponsorships on Tea Party issues ([T2 #Tea Party introductions (cospon-
sorships) / T2 total # introductions (cosponsorships)] – [T1 #Tea Party introductions (cosponsorships) / T1 total
# introductions (cosponsorships))].

Coefficients are from OLS regression models. Standard errors are clustered by senator.
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economically conservative issues. In the 111th Congress, Republican sena-
tors increased their share of cosponsorship on economically conservative
issues by 2%, or about three cosponsorships. Following the 2010 election,
senators shifted the scope of their legislative agendas by increasing their
cosponsorship activity on economically conservative issues by 11%, or
about 18 cosponsorships. In short, the Tea Party movement pushed
Republicans to adjust their cosponsorship behavior to focus more on the
economic policy priorities of the movement.
Collectively, the control variables in both models have mixed effects on

changes in attention to Tea Party issues in the Senate. Not surprisingly,
ideological extremity impacts bill and resolution cosponsorships. More
ideologically extreme senators increased their attention to Tea Party issues
in their cosponsorships over time, especially on economically conservative
issues. Evidence suggests freshman senators increased their economically
conservative bill sponsorships and reactionary conservative cosponsorships.
However, the negative and significant coefficient in the economically con-
servative cosponsorship model indicates freshman senators decreased their
cosponsorships on such legislation over time. This mixed finding may be a
result of first-term senators seeking to be responsive to both their larger
state constituency and their party base. The presence of a primary challenge
in the previous election has little impact on senators’ activity. The negative
and significant coefficient in the reactionary conservative cosponsorship
model is small (1%) and is present in only one of the models. Finally, seni-
ority has no effect on between-Congress shifts in attention.
Overall, the cosponsorship models explain a good deal of variation in

changes in attention to Tea Party issues with a goodness of fit statistic of
0.14 for reactionary conservative model and 0.78 in the economically con-
servative model.10 However, the bill and resolution introductions models
perform poorly, with the F-statistic in the reactionary conservative intro-
duction model suggesting the coefficients are statistically indistinguishable
from zero. This provides further evidence that in the Senate, the impact of
the Tea Party was more centralized on senators’ cosponsorship activity,
predominantly on economically conservative issues.

The cause of shifts in attention to Tea Party issues

The results thus far point to a clear impact of the Tea Party on incumbent
senators’ legislative agendas. Republican senators in the 111th and 112th

Congresses refocused their attention on Tea Party issues, especially in their
cosponsorship activity in the 112th Congress. Our next step is to investigate
what factors contributed to this shift. One could argue the Tea Party itself
drove these changes in attention. With the change in the political climate,

CONGRESS & THE PRESIDENCY 75



it may be that all senators in the Republican Conference ran toward the
Tea Party. Leaving the explanation here, however, ignores the state-level
conditions incumbents confronted. It could be that the political climate of
a senator’s state made some more responsive to the Tea Party than others.
We expect that the increase in attention to Tea Party issues by

Republican senators in the 111th and 112th Congresses is a function of not
only the national climate, but also state-level conditions such as the level of
grassroots Tea Party activity and presence of a Tea Party challenger in the
primary. If the shift in attention to Tea Party issues in the 111th and 112th

Congress was a result of the national Tea Party movement, then
regardless of state-level factors, Republican senators should shift their focus
at similar rates. However, given the election-legislative behavior linkage, we
contend that these state-level features directly affect what legislators
say and do in elective office, especially as they seek to hold their
current office.
If an incumbent is up for reelection and is facing a Tea Party endorsed

challenger, this should prompt them to become more responsive to the pol-
icy priorities of the movement. Challengers are happy to point to
incumbents’ failures during campaigns (Arnold 1990; Sulkin 2005). During
the 2010 and 2012 campaigns, many incumbent Republican senators were
feeling the heat from their Tea Party opponents. Thus, it is likely that sena-
tors became more proactive in strengthening their credentials by incorpo-
rating Tea Party issues into their legislative agendas. Senate races are often
among the most competitive elections in the country and perceptive sena-
tors should keep a close eye on what is happening within their state that
could alter their electoral fortunes. Existing research on House races finds
that potential challengers make decisions about entering a race between
four to six months before the filing deadline (Bianco 1984) to one year
prior to Election Day (Maisel 1982). With filing deadlines as early as
November of the year preceding Election Day, it is realistic to think sena-
tors will begin to adjust their agendas two years before they are up for
reelection.11

H3: Incumbents who had a Tea Party challenger in the primary increased their
attention to Tea Party issues to a greater degree than their colleagues without such
challengers.

To explore the extent to which a primary challenger with Tea Party ties
influences senators’ attention to Tea Party issues, we use an indicator vari-
able of whether an incumbent has a Tea Party Challenger in the primary
election. We first looked at whether the senators in these Congresses who
are up for reelection had a primary challenger. Any incumbent without a
primary challenger was coded zero, including those senators not up
for reelection. For Republicans with primary challengers, we took a
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two-pronged strategy to assess if the challenger was a designated Tea Party
candidate. During the 2010 election cycle, the movement was localized and
lacked a coherent national organization. Candidates’ strategy during this
cycle was to run on the Republican ticket but obtain an endorsement from
their local Tea Party organization. To identify Tea Party candidates for the
2010 Senate election cycle we used a list created by two major news organi-
zations, The New York Times and Fox News. The New York Times identi-
fied candidates endorsed by Tea Party organizations such as
FreedomWorks, the Tea Party Express, Tea Party Nation, and
Independence Caucus, whereas Fox News listed the names of endorsed can-
didates more generally. We identified 17 candidates who ran with an
endorsement from the Tea Party. From these lists, we cross-referenced the
endorsements with newspaper articles on the races and the candidates’
campaign websites to ensure the characterizations as Tea Party candidates
were accurate.
The strategy for coding senators seeking reelection in the 112th Congress

was different, as the movement had changed. The 2012 cycle marked the
emergence of Tea Party political action committees (PACs). We utilized a
list created by the Institute for Research and Education on Human Rights to
identify Tea Party-endorsed candidates for the 2012 Senate race. This
included candidates with support from four Tea Party organizations:
FreedomWorks for America, FreedomWorks PAC, Tea Party Express, and
Patriot Super PAC. Candidates identified as having support from two or
more organizations were included in the list, resulting in 12 candidates
receiving a Tea Party endorsement for the 2012 Senate race. Once again,
we cross-referenced candidates’ identification as a Tea Party candidate by
finding additional sources that referred to the candidate in that way.
Overall, there were five reelection-seeking senators that had Tea Party chal-
lengers, three in the 111th Congress and two in the 112th Congress. These
senators were coded as one on this variable, with all other senators coded
as zero.
Adding to this, we expect that Republican senators in the 111th and

112th Congresses will be particularly sensitive to the level of Tea Party
grassroots efforts in their states. As the intensity of the Tea Party swept
across senators’ home states, senators should be responsive to the needs of
this key part of their party base. Much like candidates on the campaign
trail, incumbents in office should adapt their behavior as policy makers to
their present election experiences and the political environment of their
states. We anticipate members of the Republican Conference from states
with high levels of grassroots Tea Party activity will be most responsive to
these issues. By proactively addressing Tea Party issues, senators can dem-
onstrate to their constituents that they are actively representing those inter-
ests in Congress (Hall 1996; Mayhew 1974).
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H4: Incumbents from states with high levels of Tea Party activity will increase their
attention to Tea Party issues more than those from states with lower levels of Tea
Party activity.

We measure grassroots state-level Tea Party activity using a count of
active Tea Party groups in the states relative to the state population. For
the 111th Congress, we use data from The Washington Post’s Tea Party
Canvas Survey from October 2010.12 This was the first comprehensive sur-
vey tracking the prevalence of grassroots Tea Party organizations. For the
112th Congress, our data is from Skocpol and Williamson (2011), who
identified the number of active local Tea Party groups within each state.
This measure relies heavily on the Web presence of individual Tea Party
organizations. This variable ranges from one (less than two Tea Party
groups per one million people) to four (more than six Tea Party groups
per one million people).
For those in the Republican Conference in the 111th Congress (2010 elec-

tion cycle), the mean grassroots Tea Party activity is less than two Tea
Party groups per one million people. Not surprisingly, there was a prolifer-
ation of Tea Party organizations during the 2012 election cycle with an
average of two to four Tea Party organizations per one million. Utah, for
instance, experienced a substantial change between the 2010 and 2012 elec-
tion cycle. When Republican Senator Bob Bennett ran for reelection in the
2010 election cycle there were five grassroots Tea Party organizations in
the state. With a state population of 2.94 million, this equates to fewer
than two organizations per one million people. By the following election
when Utah’s senior Senator Orrin Hatch was seeking reelection, the num-
ber of Tea Party organizations in the state had doubled.
One consideration is that the number of grassroots Tea Party organiza-

tions in a state might be correlated with the presence of Tea Party chal-
lengers—that is, states with high levels of Tea Party activity might also
have Tea Party challengers. Alternatively, savvy politicians might be aware
of the climate of their state. Regardless of reelection, if the state’s
Republican base is favoring the Tea Party, the candidate should appeal to
this group by attempting to identify as a Tea Party senator.13 This should
then manifest in his legislative agenda. The variables Tea Party challenger
and grassroots state-level Tea Party activity are somewhat correlated in the
111th Congress (.21), but are less so in the 112th Congress (.19).
We also include a variable to capture whether a senator had a Tea Party

challenger in 2010 and then returned to Congress victorious in the 112th

Congress. Research indicates that previous election experiences shape legis-
lative policy agendas in Congress (see Sulkin 2005). Thus, it could be that
those who had Tea Party challengers in the 2010 election cycle and won
might refocus their policy agendas on Tea Party issues to appeal to the
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party base and avoid future Tea Party challengers. Two of the three sena-
tors with Tea Party challengers in the 2010 election cycle returned to the
Senate in the 112th Congress. We use an indicator variable, Tea Party chal-
lenger in 2010, to identify these members.14

Table 3 presents the results of the models predicting between-Congress
changes in senators’ attention to Tea Party issues in the 111th and 112th

Congresses. We include the same structural control variables (ideology,
seniority, and freshman senator) from the previous analysis and a new vari-
able indicating whether a senator was up for reelection in these Congresses.
This is a particularly important control variable to include as we should
expect that senators engaged in reelection battles will “run toward the mid-
dle” and thus focus on the policy priorities of the state rather than the
party base. Election year captures these potential campaign effects.
At the outset, the coefficients for the Tea Party variables in the models

predicting shifts in legislative agendas on reactionary conservative issues do
not reach significance. This suggests that the Tea Party did not lead sena-
tors to increase their attention to reactionary conservative issues such as
increased border security or making English the national language. Turning
to the economically conservative models, however, we see senators with a
Tea Party challenger increased the scope of their legislative agendas to
include 6% more, or about eight additional, economically conservative
cosponsorships. At the same time, the coefficient for election year is nega-
tive and significant. Thus, it appears that senators up for reelection shifted
away from the policy priorities of their base, in this case economic issues,
and instead centered their legislative agendas on other policy issues that
appeal to the larger state constituency. However, those with Tea Party

Table 3. Changes in attention to the Tea Party issues in the 111th and 112th Congresses.
Reactionary Conservative

Legislation
Economically Conservative

Legislation

Introductions Cosponsorships Introductions Cosponsorships

Tea Party Challenger? 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.02 (0.09) 0.07� (0.03)
State-level Tea Party Activity 0.01 (0.00) 0.01 (0.00) �0.01 (0.01) 0.02� (0.01)
2010 Tea Party Challenger? 0.00 (0.01) �0.03 (0.02) �0.04 (0.08) 0.04 (0.03)
Election Year? 0.01 (0.02) 0.00 (0.01) �0.07 (0.04) �0.05� (0.02)
Ideology �0.05 (0.03) �0.04� (0.02) �0.00 (0.05) 0.14� (0.04)
Seniority 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (0.01) �0.00 (0.01)
Freshman �0.02 (0.02) �0.00 (0.01) 0.17� (0.06) 0.01 (0.03)
Constant �0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.05) �0.03 (0.03)
F 2.15# 3.00� 3..89�� 5.09��
R2 0.18 0.23 0.25 0.30
N 58 58 58 58
��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05; #p< 0.075
Note: Data are from the 111th &112th Congresses. The unit of analysis is the individual Republican senator in a
given Congress. The dependent variables are the between-Congress percentage change in senators’ bill and
resolution (1) introductions and (2) cosponsorships on Tea Party issues [T2 #Tea Party introductions (cosponsor-
ships) / T2 total # introductions (cosponsorships)] – [T1 #Tea Party introductions (cosponsorships) / T1 total #
introductions (cosponsorships)].

Coefficients are from OLS regression models. Standard errors are clustered by senator.
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challengers did just the opposite: they became more responsive to the eco-
nomic policy priorities of the Tea Party movement while seek-
ing reelection.
The level of grassroots Tea Party activity in a state influenced a senator’s

legislative agenda on economically conservative issues. Here, senators from
states with more grassroots Tea Party groups increased their attention to
Tea Party issues by 2%, or three cosponsorships as their level of Tea Party
activity grew. Thus, those in states with more than four Tea Party groups
per one million people, on average, increased their attention to Tea Party
issues by nine cosponsorships. However, those who had Tea Party chal-
lengers in the previous Congress were no more likely to shift their focus
toward the economic policy priorities of the Tea Party. This mixed finding
of the impact of grassroots state-level effects suggests two things. First, it
may be that senators with Tea Party challengers in the previous Congress
increased their attention to economically conservative issues in that
Congress and do not become any more attentive to these issues once they
win the nomination, the general election, and subsequently return to
Congress. Second, it may be that the impact of the Tea Party surpasses
state-level conditions. Indeed, it may be that the increased attention to eco-
nomically conservative issues demonstrated in the previous analysis is a
result of the Republican Conference shifting attention to Tea Party issues.
This is explored in greater depth in the next analysis.
The control variables largely have no effect on senators’ between-

Congress shifts in Tea Party issues. However, conservative senators became
more active on economically conservative issues by increasing the compos-
ition of their bill and resolution cosponsorships while reducing their
cosponsorships on reactionary conservative legislation. Freshman senators
increased their share of economically conservative sponsorships by 17%, or
nearly four bills.15

Impact of incoming “Tea Party” senators

We next turn our attention to the high level of Tea Party activity in the
112th Congress. Contemporary accounts of the impact of the 2010 election
suggest that newly elected freshmen Republican senators drove a highly
ideological agenda in the 112th Congress.16 As detailed earlier, bill intro-
ductions on economically conservative issues nearly doubled in the 112th

Congress and cosponsorship activity nearly quadrupled. These issues also
took up more space in legislators’ policy agendas during this time. Whereas
economically conservative legislation made up, on average, just under 7%
of all Republican senators’ cosponsorships in the 111th Congress, these
issues comprised just under 19% of cosponsorships in the 112th Congress—
from an average of around nine cosponsorships per Republican senator in

80 C. SCHMITT ET AL.



the former to 31 cosponsorships per senator in the latter. Although there
was a drop in attention to reactionary conservative issues in the 112th

Congress, a third category of bills can be assessed in this Congress: legisla-
tion that targeted the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act
(PPACA). Grassroots Tea Party activists and Washington, D.C. “Tea Party”
interest groups alike were against this legislation. On the economic side,
“Obamacare” was a government overreach with inconceivable impacts on
government spending and the national debt. On the reactionary conserva-
tive front, opposition to this legislation stemmed from the view that the
legislation was a step toward universal health care. This would mean the
health care of Tea Party supporters, who, on average, were white and
upper-middle income, might be in jeopardy as health care expanded to
those (e.g., the poor and people of color) whom they viewed did not “earn”
it (Rosenthal 2013). For reactionary conservatives, this was a zero-sum
game: something was being taken away from them and was being given to
the undeserving.
In the 112th Congress, we coded any bill seeking to limit the size, scope,

or impact of this Act as ACA repeal legislation. This includes legislation
that fully repealed the Act itself or its major provisions, legislation requir-
ing government officials to buy into the exchange, limited the applicability
of the Act to states and allowed states to opt out, gave employers religious
exemptions, increased waivers to allow individuals to opt out of the Act,
and delayed the date of implementation. There were seven bill introduc-
tions on this topic in the 111th Congress and 21 in the 112th Congress.
Given the significant attention devoted to Tea Party issues in the 112th

Congress, we examined whether this was a result of newly elected senators
riding the Tea Party wave into Congress, or if it was a function of the
Republican Conference shifting their focus toward Tea Party issues. The
latter, which was supported in the previous analyses, would suggest that
the Tea Party had an impact beyond electing new conservative senators.
For the analysis, we focus on three groups of senators that might have a

particular stake in carrying out the Tea Party agenda. First, we create a
variable for new Tea Party senator which identifies the 13 senators who
entered freshmen the 112th Congress as freshman following the 2010 elec-
tion. This group has been highlighted in the media for successfully capital-
izing on the growing Tea Party movement. If contemporary claims about
the Tea Party are accurate, these senators should have been the most active
on Tea Party issues in the 112th Congress. A second group of senators that
should have been more active on Tea Party issues than the average
Republican senator are those that are running for reelection in the 2012
election that have a Tea Party challenger. Thus, we use Tea Party challenger
again in this analysis. Finally, the third group of senators that should be
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more attuned to Tea Party issues are those that had a Tea Party challenger
in 2010, and successfully defeated the challenger to return to the Senate in
the 112th Congress. This variable, used in the previous analysis, is Tea
Party challenger in 2010.
We also incorporate state-level Tea Party activity in the model to account

for the political dynamics of the state. Our previous analysis suggests that
Republican senators from states with higher levels of grassroots Tea Party
activity were more active on economic conservative Tea Party issues.
Moreover, it may be that in the 112th Congress in particular, just after the
2010 Tea Party swept into Congress, Republican senators were especially
sensitive to the movement. Thus, it may be that in the 112th Congress,
Republicans from states with high levels of grassroots Tea Party activity
devoted a larger portion of their legislative agendas to Tea Party issues
compared to their colleagues from states without such grassroots efforts. In
our multivariate models, we control for ideology. Across all the models, we
expect the ideologically extreme conservatives will be more focused on Tea
Party issues than the average Republican senator.
The dependent variables are the percentage of each senator’s bill and reso-

lution (1) introductions and (2) cosponsorships in the 112th Congress that are
on (a) reactionary conservative issues, (b) economically conservative issues, and
(c) ACA repeal legislation. Our expectation is there will be no significant effects
of the four Tea Party variables, as we expect all members of the Republican
Conference became focused on Tea Party issues in response to the movement.
Table 4 shows the results of the OLS models predicting the percentage of

senators’ bill and resolutions sponsored and cosponsored on Tea Party
issues in the 112th Congress. Both models predicting reactionary conserva-
tive legislative activity continue to perform poorly, as both the fit of the
model and the F test suggest that the variables in these models do not
explain the variation in the dependent variable and the coefficients are not
distinct from zero. This same narrative emerges for the ACA repeal models.
Regardless of the presence of a Tea Party challenger in the election, the
level of Tea Party activity in senators’ home states, or if the senator rode
the Tea Party wave into the Senate following the 2010 election–Senators
were no more likely to be active on legislation to repeal provisions
of “Obamacare.”
Turning to the economically conservative models, it is clear that the

increase in attention to Tea Party issues in the 112th Congress was a func-
tion of the Republican Conference as a whole, rather than specific senators.
All but one of the Tea Party variables failed to predict attention to Tea
Party issues, and the impact of having a Tea Party challenger in the 2010
election on bill sponsorships might give us pause. This may indeed be a
“Tea Party” effect, or perhaps these senators happen to be more active on
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economically conservative issues compared to their colleagues. Evidence
from the previous analysis suggests the latter: senators with Tea Party chal-
lengers in 2010 did not shift their legislative agendas to include more eco-
nomically conservative issues in the 112th Congress and their activity on
these issues remains stable over time. Even though these senators were
more active on Tea Party legislation in the 112th Congress, they were just
as active on this legislation in the 110th and 111th Congresses. The one
variable consistently linked to attention to Tea Party issues is ideology:
conservative senators are more attentive to these issues in their legislative
agendas. Furthermore, after the Tea Party variables are removed from the
economic conservative cosponsorship model to include only ideology as the
predictor of legislative activity, the adjusted r-squared does not change,
thus indicating its substantial impact on legislators’ policy agendas.17

In sum, the models support the hypotheses that the Tea Party impacted
the legislative agendas of the full Republican Conference in the 112th

Congress, rather than specific individual senators. Having a Tea Party chal-
lenger in 2012, representing a state with high levels of Tea Party activity, or
being a new senator that rode the Tea Party wave into the 112th Congress
had no impact on senators’ Tea Party bill and resolution introductions and
cosponsorships. It may be that no effect was found for new Tea Party sen-
ator because these senators were learning the legislative game and, thus,
might have had more fragmented legislative agendas. Even so, we should
expect their legislative agendas to be more centralized on Tea Party
issues—both economic and reactionary conservative—as this was much of
the focus of the 2010 election.
We suspect that newly minted freshman senators came into the 112th

Congress with the goal of engaging in obstructionist activities to control
the agenda of the Senate, not to develop personal legislative agendas.

Table 4. Attention to the Tea Party issues in the 112th Congress.
Reactionary Conservative

Legislation ACA Repeal Legislation
Economically Conservative

Legislation

(I) (C) (I) (C) (I) (C)

New TP Senator? �0.01 (0.01) �0.01# (0.00) �0.01 (0.01) 0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.04) 0.01 (0.02)
TP Challenger? 0.02 (0.01) 0.00 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02) �0.00 (0.01) 0.03 (0.09) 0.01 (0.03)
TP Challenger

2010?
0.01 (0.01) �0.00 (0.00) �0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.22� (0.09) 0.04 (0.03)

State TP Activity �0.00 (0.00) �0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.01) 0.00 (0.00) �0.04 (0.03) �0.01 (0.01)
Ideology 0.02 (0.02) 0.02� (0.01) 0.06� (0.02) 0.00 (0.01) 0.26� (0.10) 0.29�� (0.04)
Constant 0.00 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) �0.02 (0.02) 0.03�� (0.00) 0.11 (0.08) 0.06� (0.03)
F 1.17 1.79 1.61 0.54 3.13� 15.94��
Adjusted R2 0.12 0.09 0.07 �0.06 0.20 0.65
N 42 42 42 42 42 42
��p< 0.01; �p< 0.05; #p< 0.075.
Note: Data are from the 112th Congresses. The unit of analysis is an individual Republican senator in the 112th

Congress. The dependent variables are percentage of senators’ bill and resolution (1) introductions and (2)
cosponsorships on Tea Party issues.

Coefficients are from OLS regression models.
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According to reports in the media, for instance, Senate Majority Leader
Mitch McConnell and Senator Ted Cruz had a “spirited exchange” over his
filibuster on the debt ceiling vote and it was implied that McConnell’s ire
would relegate Cruz to backbencher status.18 Ted Cruz’s history of filibus-
tering or threatening to filibuster legislation angered other long-serving
Republicans. Establishment forces reportedly blamed the Tea Party sen-
ator’s habit of obstructionism on sinking approval ratings for the
Republican Party. As the presence of the Tea Party grew across the coun-
try, so did the use of the filibuster and the number of cloture motions filed
and voted on in the Senate. According to Senate records, cloture motions
more than doubled between the 109th and 110th Congress, and reached a
peak in the 113th Congress. Between 2013 and 2014, senators filed 253 clo-
ture motions, voted on 218 of those motions, and invoked cloture 187
times (U.S. Senate n.d.).

Discussion and conclusion

In the 2016 presidential campaign, candidate Trump undoubtedly was seek-
ing to tap into the angst within the Tea Party movement, but his approach
has complicated how to interpret of the true motivations of the Tea Party.
Although not all of Trump’s economic populist policies mapped onto
movement goals, his policies on immigration were clearly tailored to gar-
nering the support of those within the Tea Party—and the Republican
Party at large—that supported reactionary conservative policies such as
strengthening border control and denying amnesty. Trump, with his bluster
and bravado, was “telling it like it is” and “saying what everyone was
thinking” about political and social issues, including questioning the
Obama presidency (i.e., “birtherism”) and his policies on immigration
(Rosenthal 2016). His strong anti-immigrant sentiment, particularly against
those from Mexico and Latin America, spoke to the core of the reactionary
conservative group within the Tea Party movement who felt that they were
being left behind, both culturally and economically (the latter for which
candidate Trump was eager to point to immigrants as the source of
the downfall).
Our findings indicate that prior to Trump arriving on the political scene,

Republicans in the Senate—both establishment Republicans and those that
rode the Tea Party wave into Congress—were not responsive to the reac-
tionary conservative groups within the Tea Party movement. Senators rec-
ognized the importance of responding to constituency and public pressure
in the wake of the Tea Party movement, but they chose to do so through
economically conservative issues. We contend that economically conserva-
tive issues were more advantageous, at that time, for two reasons. First,
they may be more palatable for moderate senators, who could link them to
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existing Republican-owned issues. Second, the economically conservative
side of the Tea Party movement was undoubtedly more connected to party
elites, like FreedomWorks, than to the reactionary conservative side.
Although we often talk about the Tea Party as a grassroots movement, our
findings show the Republican establishment still held sway. However, the
passage of the 2017 tax bill, one of the few wins of the Trump presidency,
demonstrates that fiscal conservativism may have been a convenient explan-
ation for blocking Obama’s priorities. The Congressional Budget Office proj-
ects the law will increase the federal deficit by $1.3 trillion, a position a 2010
Tea Partier would never have embraced (McClelland 2018). We feel that future
work is warranted on the Tea Party’s transition as a result of the Tea
Party wave.
In addition, we find limited evidence the Tea Party impacted bill and

resolution introductions. Instead, senators focused their efforts on cospon-
sorships. It seems that senators hedged their bets on the staying power of
the Tea Party. Instead of engaging in a large-scale reinvention of their
legislative agendas, senators instead focused on a lower effort behavior.
While these cosponsorships require less legislative energy, they still provide
plenty of fodder for campaigning senators to position-take and credit-claim
(Mayhew 1974). Our findings show that Republicans were not necessarily
drinking the tea, but they were definitely sipping it.
Finally, the Tea Party effect was more widespread than we anticipated.

Although the presence of a Tea Party challenger made reelection-seeking
legislators more responsive to the Tea Party movement, they were not
alone in shifting their agendas. Other state-level factors, such as the pres-
ence of grassroots groups, did not have a consistent impact on attention to
Tea Party issues. Instead, the Tea Party shook up the entire Republican
Conference, shaping the legislative agendas of many Republican senators at
the height of the movement.
Although President Trump may have ridden the coattails of the Tea

Party movement into the White House, it is unclear whether his reaction-
ary conservative positions on immigration will become public law. The
continued discord within the Republican Conference in both chambers in
the 115th Congresses has led to few legislative “wins” for its party, outside
of the tax bill, with immigration reform largely sidelined. Republicans in
the Senate continued to remain hesitant to enact reactionary conservative
immigration legislation.

Notes

1. Alex Isenstadt, “Town Halls Gone Wild,” Politico, July 31, 2009.
2. Patrick Jonsson, “‘Tea Party’ movement: Who Are They and What Do They Want?”

Christian Science Monitor, February 4, 2010.
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3. Perry Bacon Jr., “Back in Iowa, Grassley is the Talk of the Town Halls.” Washington
Post, August 15, 2009.

4. We use cultural, rather than social, conservatives here for an important reason.
Although some in the Tea Party held socially conservative views on moral issues such
as abortion, leaders had to balance the views of these adherents with secular
members. Skocpol and Williamson (2012) tell the story of Jewish and nonreligious
members of the Virginia Tea Party stepping away from the movement after meetings
were moved to an evangelical church (39). Libertarian members especially may have
shied away from attempts to legislate personal behaviors, which would have been
counter to their ideology of smaller government in all aspects of political and
personal life.

5. Montopoli, Brian, “Tea Party Supporters: Who They Are and What They Believe.”
CBS News, December 14, 2012.

6. One can undoubtedly see shades of President Trump’s pledge to “make America great
again” in this rhetoric. In fact, many Washington insiders argue the immigration
showdown in Congress following the 2012 election may have created an opening for
Trump as a candidate for president (see Divided States of America 2017).

7. Previous research has found that retiring members of Congress shirk more and are
generally less active, which would confound our analysis (Hibbing, Herrick, and
Moore 1994).

8. Our dependent variables, as described, are between-Congress changes in activity, so
counts of the number of Tea Party bill and resolution introductions and
cosponsorships for the 108th Congress was essential to collect.

9. One policy area that is not included in the economic and reactionary conservative
coding scheme are bills focused on the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act,
which could undoubtedly be coded as both economic and reactionary conservative
legislation. Activity on this policy is examined in the 112th Congress analysis.

10. We ran these models without the indicator variables for the 111th and 112th Congresses.
The goodness-of-fit statistic dropped to 0.06 and 0.11 respectively, thus suggesting these
variables explain a good deal of the variation in changes in attention to these issues during
this timeframe, particularly in the economic conservative models.

11. King (2013) found candidates consider running for office years in advance of actually
appearing on the ballot and high-quality challengers benefit from declaring their
candidacies early in the campaign calendar.

12. Amy Gardner, “Gauging the Scope of the Tea Party Movement in America.”
Washington Post, October 24, 2010.

13. Alternatively, they may decide to retire or completely reject the movement. For
instance, Maine Senator Olympia Snowe decided not to pursue a fourth term. In a
March 1, 2012, Washington Post editorial, she decried the increasing polarization of
the Senate and its inability to pursue meaningful compromise (“Why I’m Leaving
the Senate”).

14. John McCain (R-AZ), Richard Shelby (R-AL), and Robert Bennett (R-UT) had Tea
Party challengers in the 2010 primary. Bennett was a Tea Party casualty and was
unable to return to the 112th Congress.

15. The impact of the Tea Party variables on the variation in the dependent variables
ranges, with these variables having a larger effect on the cosponsorship models. When
the Tea Party variables are removed from the models the r-squared value drops from
0.18 to 0.176 in the reactionary conservative introduction model; from .23 to .15 in
the reactionary conservative cosponsorship model; from .25 to .24 in the economic
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conservative introduction model; and from .30 to .14 in the economic conservative
cosponsorship model.

16. See, for example: Krissah Thompson and Amy Gardner, “Victories Give Force to a
Tea Party Movement.” The Washington Post, November 3, 2010.

17. The adjusted r-squared on the economic conservative introduction model drops from
0.20 to 0.11 when the Tea Party variables are removed from the analysis.

18. Peter Grier, “Sen. Ted Cruz Filibuster Angers GOP Leaders. Where Does Fight End?”
Christian Science Monitor, February 13, 2014.
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