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Who Likes Political Science?:

Determinants of Senators’ Votes
on the Coburn Amendment

Joseph E. Uscinski, University of Miami
Casey Klofstad, University of Miami

In October 2009, political scientists learned of a Senate amendment sponsored
by Tom Coburn (R-OK) that would eliminate political science funding from the National
Science Foundation budget. The American Political Science Association condemned the
proposed amendment, and concerned political scientists contacted their senators to urge
the amendment’s defeat. On November 5, 2009, the amendment was defeated 36-62 after
little debate. This article examines the vote on the Coburn Amendment to understand the
role that senators’ personal, constituency, and institutional characteristics played in their
votes. Logit analysis reveals that even after controlling for party, several factors signifi-
cantly predict the vote, including the number of top-tier political science Ph.D. programs
in the senator’s state and whether the senator graduated with a bachelor’s degree in polit-

ical science.

he National Science Foundation (NSF), authorized

by Congress in 1950, funds political science research

that “advances knowledge and understanding of

citizenship, government, and politics” (National

Science Foundation [NSF] Directorate for Social,

Behavioral and Economic Sciences 2010). In recent years, the NSF

political science program has supported research on subjects

important to democratic governance such as elections, democra-

tization, regime transition, and international conflict (NSF Direc-

torate for Social, Behavioral and Economic Sciences 2010). In

addition to funding faculty research, the political science pro-

gram supports undergraduate and graduate research as well as

the American National Election Studies (ANES) survey, one of

the most important sources of data that exists on the political

attitudes and behaviors of the American people. In fiscal year 2008,

the NSF funded 34 new projects and 25 doctoral dissertation

improvement grants totaling $5,201,068 (American Political Sci-
ence Association 2009).

On October 13, 2009, Senator Tom Coburn (R-OK) filed an

amendment to the 2010 Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related
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Agencies Appropriations Act (H.R. 2847) that would eliminate
political science funding from the NSF budget (see appendix).
Coburn argued that political science “really is not science at
all” and that “theories on political behavior are best left to
CNN, pollsters, pundits, historians, candidates, political parties,
and the voters, rather than being funded out of taxpayers’
wallets.”* While conceding that political scientists may have
some “interesting theories,” Coburn contended that Americans
can turn to “CNN, FOX News, MSNBC, the print media, and
a seemingly endless number of political commentators on the
internet who pore over this data and provide a myriad of view-
points.” Coburn was also concerned that political scientists have
not found “cures to cancer or any other disease” and noted his
preference that funds be spent on “technology, engineering, and
mathematics.”?

The APSA organized to stop the passage of the Coburn Amend-
ment. APSA President Henry Brady wrote a public letter to the
members of the Senate arguing that “if we undercut one area of
science, such as political science, we will weaken all the sciences
and the potential for important contributions to society.”3 In
response to Coburn’s concern that political science has not yet
found a cure for cancer, Brady argued that “physical science
research that may affect health or safety will not matter, or will be
inefficiently or unfairly applied, if our understanding and appli-
cation of policy making and of democratic processes are flawed or
misunderstood.” Brady further contended that cutting NSF polit-
ical science funding “would deprive the country of knowledge
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critical for making our own democracy stronger, for understand-
ing the actions of nations around the world, of achieving efficien-
cies and fairness in our public policies, and of enriching the work
of other sciences, physical, biological, social, and economic to
address national needs through interdisciplinary partnerships.”

In addition to this open letter, the APSA worked with the Con-
sortium of Social Science Associations, the American Council on
Education, the American Psychological Association, the National
History Coalition, and other supporters (Brintnall 2009) to pro-
test the amendment. APSA members were also encouraged to con-
tact their senators and voice opposition to the amendment. A link
to the Web site petition2Congress.com was distributed to APSA
members encouraging them to sign a petition that would be sent
to their respective senators.* 3,840 people petitioned their sena-
tors through this portal before the vote.s

The vote on the Coburn Amendment took place November 5,
2009. Little media attention was given to the proposed amend-
ment, and little debate took place on the Senate floor.® Senator
Coburn commented on the economics of his proposed amend-
ment, stating that: “I would dare to say that maybe in a time of
$1.4 trillion deficits, maybe at a time when we have 10 percent
unemployment, maybe at a time when we are at the worst finan-

Studies show that legislators’ personal experiences and pref-
erences, their place within the legislative body, and their constit-
uencies’ preferences and characteristics may all play a role in
determining their voting behavior. The Coburn Amendment was
not salient to the wider public or the media, and therefore we
expected legislators’ usual set of incentives—such as reelection
and adherence to party—to be somewhat muted in comparison to
their incentives in other votes (e.g., Uscinski et al. 2009). There
was little reason to expect this amendment to initiate a high-
stakes battle on which party fortunes rested, and therefore little
reason to expect parties to expend much effort in fighting it (e.g,,
Bawn and Koger 2008). Therefore, the vote on the Coburn Amend-
ment provides an ideal case to determine the impact of each
senator’s individual, constituency, and institutional characteris-
tics on his or her vote.

DATA
Dependent Variable

Our dependent variable was a binary measure of the vote.
Votes against the amendment were coded 1; votes in favor
of the amendment (and in favor of cutting political science
funding) were coded o. Sixty-two senators voted against the

Studies show that legislators’ personal experiences and preferences, their place within the
legislative body, and their constituencies’ preferences and characteristics may all play a role
in determining their voting behavior. The Coburn Amendment was not salient to the wider
public or the media, and therefore we expected legislators’ usual set of incentives—such as
reelection and adherence to party—to be somewhat muted in comparison to their incentives
in other votes. There was little reason to expect this amendment to initiate a high-stakes
battle on which party fortunes rested, and therefore little reason to expect parties to expend

much eﬁort inﬁghtjng it.

cial condition we have ever been in our country’s history, maybe
we ought not spend money asking the questions why politicians
give vague answers, or how we can do tele-townhall meetings and
raise our numbers. Maybe we ought not to spend this money on
those kinds of things right now.”7 Coburn went on to accuse polit-
ical scientists of fiscal irresponsibility: “You see, it is instructive
because those who are getting from the federal government now
do not care about their grandchildren. What they want is what
they are getting now. Give me now; it doesn’t matter what hap-
pens to the rest of the generations that follow us.” Coburn even
went so far as to compare funding political science grants to “water-
boarding” American children.®

Senator Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) argued against the amend-
ment, citing that Elinor Ostrom, “the very first American woman
to win the Nobel Prize for economics ever has received 28 awards
from the National Science Foundation, the science program
offered to political science professors.”® Mikulski also called the
Coburn Amendment “an attack on science” and “an attack on
academia.”

The amendment was defeated 36 to 62, with two senators not
voting.'® Thirty-one Republicans and five Democrats supported
the measure. Fifty-one Democrats, nine Republicans, and two inde-
pendents voted against the amendment.
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amendment, 36 voted in favor, and two abstained and were
excluded from the data set. As a result, the data contain 98
observations.

Individual Characteristics

Previous research has shown that a legislator’s background can
impact his or her vote (e.g., Burden 2007). For example, previous
studies of House members have focused on legislators’ personal
experiences, religion, race, gender, and other relevant character-
istics (e.g., Uscinski et al. 2009; Rocca and Sanchez 2008; Rocca,
Sanchez, and Uscinski 2008). With this said, there is little racial
diversity in the Senate and little theoretical reason to believe that
whatever religious diversity exists in the Senate would have any
bearing on this particular vote. For explorative purposes, how-
ever, we did include a binary variable signifying the senators’ gen-
der (e.g., Swers 2002; Swers 2001; Swers 1998). The dataset includes
16 female senators.

We also expected senators’ educational experiences to affect
their voting behavior. Because college students usually major in
subjects for which they have an affinity, we expected senators who
majored in political science as undergraduates to vote to keep
NSF political science funding. We expected those that majored in
other subjects to be more likely to vote to eliminate NSF funding.
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Twenty-eight senators in the dataset majored in political science
as undergraduates and 7o did not.**

Constituency Characteristics

Beyond making good policy, senators’ prime concerns center on
reelection, because without it, no other goals can be achieved
(Fenno 1973; Mayhew 1974). Therefore, scholars have found leg-
islative behavior to be electorally oriented, and, as a result, the
legislators’ constituencies affect their voting behavior (Miller and
Stokes 1963). In this study, we expected the characteristics of the
senators’ respective states (e.g., the amount of the constituency to
be affected by, or to care about, NSF cuts) to affect voting on the
Coburn Amendment. First, we expected senators from states with
Ph.D. programs in political science to vote to keep political sci-
ence NSF funding for fear of angering their constituents. We
included three variables to measure this: the number of political
science Ph.D. programs in each state, the number of top 50 Ph.D.
political science programs in each state, and the number of top 20
Ph.D. political science programs in each state.’> We expected
increases in each of these variables to increase the likelihood of
each senator voting to keep NSF funding.

We also expected senators from states with political science
scholars that have recently received funding from the NSF to be
less likely to support cutting NSF funding. Even though the
Coburn Amendment would not affect past awardees, previous
research suggests that senators do not want to be seen as “taking
away the bacon,” or cutting future funding opportunities for schol-
ars currently dependent on NSF grants (e.g., Jackson and King
1989). Therefore, we included a variable measuring the number of
NSF political science grants awarded by state for fiscal year 2008
(American Political Science Association 2009). California had the
most awardees, with 13. Texas and Illinois were tied for the sec-
ond most recipients, with nine each.

We also obtained a direct measure of constituency pressure.
The APSA encouraged members to petition their senators through
the Web site petition2congress.com. This Web site sends an auto-
mated message to the constituent’s respective senators. We
obtained the number of constituents in each state that peti-
tioned their senators to keep NSF funding for political science.
We expected that more petitions from constituents would lead
to a higher probability of voting to keep political science fund-
ing3 California had the most petitioners, with 433; Wyoming
had the fewest, with one.

Our last measure of constituency opinion was the percentage
of each state’s population with an advanced degree.'* We expected
that a constituency with a high proportion of graduate degrees
would be in favor of funding social science research; this would
therefore encourage senators to vote to keep NSF funding. Ver-
mont has the highest percentage of advanced degrees in the pop-
ulation, while California has the lowest.

Institutional Characteristics

Along with individual and constituency characteristics, institu-
tional factors have also been shown to affect legislators’ voting
behavior (Fenno 1973; Groseclose 1994; Snyder and Groseclose
2000). We included a binary variable to denote party identifica-
tion; Democratic senators were coded 1. We expected Democrats
to be more in favor of keeping political science funding, given
that social scientists tend to overwhelmingly support Democrats

(e.g., Cardiff and Klein 2005). With this said, however, we had
little reason to expect that Republicans would want to “target”
political science.

Because senators’ terms are staggered, we also expected sup-
port for the Coburn Amendment to be affected by the number of
years until the senator’s next election. Senators coming up for
reelection in 2010 may have voted to cut NSF funding for political
science to show their fiscal responsibility. Senators temporarily
insulated from reelection may have felt freer to support further
NSF funding, because this amendment was unlikely to be an issue
with voters three or five years after the fact.

In our analysis, we also included a binary variable indicating
membership on the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on
Labor, Health and Human Services, Education, and Related Agen-
cies. This subcommittee oversees education spending and has expe-
rience judging the importance and merit of academic research.
Therefore, we expected the 15 members of this subcommittee to
support further NSF funding for political science.s

Finally, we included a variable measuring the number of years
since each senator first took office in the Senate. We expected that
senior senators would support further political science funding,
because it is likely that they have interacted with or relied on
political scientists over the years for campaign strategy and policy
analysis.*®

RESULTS

The results of our logistic regression analysis of the Coburn
Amendment vote are presented in table 1. Positive coefficients
indicate that the variable is indicative of a senator who is more
favorable toward funding political science research (or at least is
not unfavorable towards it), while negative coefficients indicate
that the variable correlates with the likelihood of a senator hav-
ing voted to end NSF political science funding. For significant
coefficients, columns two and three of the table present the esti-
mated substantive effect of each variable on the likelihood of vot-
ing against the Coburn Amendment.”” Each estimate was made
while holding all other factors in the model at their means. Dichot-
omous variables were interpreted by comparing the likelihood of
voting no on the amendment in each of the two categories (i.e.,
Democrats, Republicans), while nondichotomous variables were
interpreted by comparing the minimum and maximum values of
the variable. The model correctly predicted the vote of 85% of sen-
ators: 88% of no votes were correctly predicted (56 of 64), while
79% of yes votes were correctly predicted (27 of 34).

Individual Characteristics

Starting at the top of the table with the individual characteristics
of senators, we see that gender has no relationship with how sen-
ators voted on the Coburn Amendment. However, senators who
majored in political science as undergraduate students were more
likely to support funding political science research.’® Senators who
majored in political science are 13 percentage points more likely
to vote against the amendment than senators who did not major
in political science. This suggests that senators have an affinity
for the subjects they studied during their college years. For exam-
ple, Kit Bond (R-MO) attended the Woodrow Wilson School of
Public and International Affairs at Princeton as an undergradu-
ate and voted to keep political science funding. However, not all
political science majors supported political science funding: Claire
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Table 1

Regression Analysis of “No” Vote on Coburn
Amendment

Amendment. Substantively, the presence of more
top 20 political science Ph.D. programs in a state
increased the likelihood of a senator’s no vote by
30 percentage points; the estimate for top 50 pro-
grams is comparable at 32 percentage points.

PREDK“:FD ';JKE”HOOD These results suggest that senators may have
RN b illing to deny potential funding to
een unwilling y p g
IV Min. IV Max. prominent political science programs in their
COEFFICIENTS (%) (%) states.
Individual Characteristics The results presented in table 1 also show that
Gender (Female) —a _ _ senators who represented states with higher per-
128) centages of residents with advanced degrees were
Political Science Major in College 1.16* 78 91 more likely to V_Ote against the Coburn Ame?q-
063) ment. substantlvely, the pre.sence of r.nore citi-
zens with advanced degrees in a state increased
Constituency Characteristics thelikelihood of a no vote by 31 percentage points.
Number of Top 20 Political Science Ph.D. PIOR e 69 99 This tendency perhaps derives from the possibil-
Programs ©.77) ity that this part of the constituency is, because
Number of Top 50 Political Science Ph.D. 1.02* 65 97 of their high educational attainment, likely to be
Programs (06D sympathetic toward social scientific research.
Total Number of Political Science Ph.D. =3 = — In our analysis of constituency characteris-
Programs (0:36) tics, we also accounted for direct lobbying by the
Percentage of Population with Advanced 2.35%* 67 98 public. The APSA made great efforts to mobilize
Degree (1.19) the political science community; almost four
Number of Amendment Petitioners -01 = = thousand individuals contacted their senators
(0.01) about the amendment. The response of the polit-
Number of 2008 Political Science NSF 16 - - ical science community was even mentioned by
Grants (0.25) Coburn: in a speech on the Senate floor preced-
Institutional Characteristics ing the vote, he referred to the political science
Party Identification (Democrat) 3.30%%% 46 94 community as “hot and bothered.”*> Despite the
107 lobbying efforts, our results show that the num-
ber of petitioners in each state did not correlate
Years before Next Election = e ol with senators’ voting behavior.® This finding
0.17) comports with recent works demonstrating the
Member of Subcommittee on Labor, Health 1.39 — - futility of mass e-mail lobbying campaigns (Shul-
;ziitan;ar;:(ig\gces, Education, and (0.86) man 2009).
£ Finally, we also found that the number of
Seniority =01 - - political science NSF grants received in each state
ooy in 2008 had no relationship to senators’ votes on
Intercept -3.78%* the Coburn Amendment.** Since NSF grants are
(1.79) competitive and awarded annually, senators may
Log-likelihood -3063 not have been concerned with the number of
Deeudo 2 P active grants currently in their state.
N 98 Institutional Characteristics

Notes. *p = .10 **p = .05 ***p < .01 (robust standard errors in parentheses)

Standard errors were clustered by state. Two senators who abstained from the vote (Byrd and Landrieu)

were not included in the analysis.

McCaskill (D-MO), once a political science major at the Univer-
sity of Missouri, voted to end political science NSF funding.

Constituency Characteristics

We found that constituency characteristics are highly related to
senators’ voting behavior. Although the raw number of political
science Ph.D.-granting institutions in each state has an insignifi-
cant relationship with vote choice, our analysis indicates that hav-
ing more top 20 and top 50 political science Ph.D. programs in
one’s state increased the likelihood of voting against the Coburn
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The bottom portion of table 1 suggests that insti-
tutional factors played a significant role in the
vote as well. In this age of party polarization
(Hetherington 2001; Poole and Rosenthal 1984;
Poole and Rosenthal 2007), one might expect
party to be a major predictor of the senators’ voting behavior in
general. On the other hand, given that the Coburn Amendment
was neither salient to the wider public nor tied to party reputa-
tion, one might expect party to play little role in the Coburn
Amendment vote. Our results show that party is the most potent
predictor of the vote; Democratic senators were more likely to
vote against the Coburn Amendment while Republicans were more
likely to vote to cut political science funding. Specifically, Demo-
crats were 48 percentage points more likely to vote to maintain
political science funding than Republicans.
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Senators temporally insulated from reelection were also more
likely to vote against the amendment. Conversely, those closer to
reelection were more likely to vote in favor of eliminating politi-
cal science funding. Senators who were farther away from reelec-
tion were 24 percentage points more likely to have voted against
the amendment. Senators further from reelection may have felt
insulated from the need to appear fiscally responsible and may
have felt the freedom to continue to fund government programs
during a time of economic crisis.

Finally, our data also show that being a member of the Senate
Appropriations Subcommittee on Labor, Health and Human Ser-
vices, Education, and Related Agencies had no relationship with

We called Senator Coburn’s Washington office to find out his annual operat-
ing budget. His assistant revealed that Coburn’s office has an estimated an-
nual budget of $3 million, and that none of that recurrent funding has led to a
cure for cancer.

This letter can be found at http://www.apsanet.org/media/other/ReCoburn
AmendLettertoCongress.html.

The petition can be found at http://www.petition2congress.com/2/2508/keep-
nsf-political-science-program/.

Some political scientists who contacted their senators received mailed re-
sponses regarding the vote. Senator Menendez (D-NJ) and Senator Udall
(D-CO) both voted against the amendment and stated in letters to constitu-
ents that they believed political science was important to understanding “our
forms of governance as well as political behaviors and beliefs,” and that politi-
cal science was important to solving “our world’s most pressing problems.”
On the other hand, Senator Vitter (R-LA) justified his vote in favor of the
Coburn Amendment by stating that he had supported a 3% increase to the

Senators who represented states with higher percentages of residents with advanced degrees
were more likely to vote against the Coburn Amendment. Substantively, the presence of more
citizens with advanced degrees in a state increased the likelihood of a no vote by 31
percentage points. This tendency perhaps derives from the possibility that this part of the
constituency is, because of their high educational attainment, likely to be sympathetic toward

social scientific research.

how senators voted on the Coburn Amendment. A senator’s senior-
ity also had no relationship with their vote.

DISCUSSION

The vote on the Coburn Amendment provides a unique opportu-
nity to not only identify political science’s benefactors, but also to
understand the factors that drive congressional voting behavior.
Constituency characteristics such as the number of top 20 and top
50 political science Ph.D. programs in the state and the percent of
the constituency with an advanced degree predict senators’ vot-
ing patterns. Personal characteristics were signiﬁcant predictors
as well: senators that graduated with a bachelor’s in political sci-
ence were more likely to support political science funding. Given
that almost a third of current senators were political science majors
in college, our students may very well wind up in the Senate one
day. As political science educators, we should expose our under-
graduate students to political science research and stress our work’s
importance and contribution to society.

In conclusion, while this article sheds light on the determi-
nants of the Coburn Amendment vote, a number of additional
questions related to how Congress treats our field of study need
to be addressed. This vote is the third time since 1995 that Repub-
licans in Congress have attempted to cut NSF funding for social
sciences. Why do Republicans seem to have a disdain for politi-
cal science? Why was political science targeted and not the other
social sciences? In light of the massive spending that is currently
taking place in Washington, why would the NSF, with its rela-
tively miniscule budget, receive scrutiny in the first place? We
encourage our colleagues to apply for NSF political science fund-
ing to address these questions. m

NOTES

1. The following quotes can be found in a Google document accessed through
http://coburn.senate.gov/public/index.cfm?FuseAction=Files.View&FileStore_
id=82180b1f-a03e-4600-a2e5-846640c2c880.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

NSF budget in 2006. The full text of these letters is available at http://
www.themonkeycage.org/2009/11/mark_udall_on_coburn_amendment.html.

. Paul Krugman did comment on the amendment in his blog. Krugman is a

past recipient of NSF political science funding. See http://krugman.
blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/08/the-coburn-amendment/.

. Avideo and the Congressional Record of this speech can be found at http://

www.c-spanarchives.org/videoLibrary/clip.php?appid=595088679.

. See the Congressional Record at http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/

getpage.cgi?position=all&page=S10343&dbname=2009_record.

. Senator Mikulski’s comments can be found in the Congressional Record at

http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/getpage.cgi?position=all&page=
S11169&dbname=2009_record.

Senators Byrd (D-WV) and Landrieu (D-LA).

We also expected that senators with Ph.D.s in social science fields would be
supportive of political science funding. However, there are currently no sena-
tors with Ph.D.s. Our count of political science majors includes those senators
who double-majored in political science and another discipline, and those
who majored in a closely related discipline such as public administration,
government, or international relations, which typically include a large number
of political science courses and concepts. These data were collected mainly by
calling each senator’s Washington office. Some of the data were available on
senators’ Wikipedia and personal Web pages.

We used APSA’s listing of Ph.D. programs to count the number of Ph.D. pro-
grams in each state (see http://www.apsanet.org/content_6947.cfm). To mea-
sure the top 20 and top 50 programs, we used the most recent U.S. and World
Report rankings (see http://grad-schools.usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/
best-graduate-schools/top-political-science-schools/rankings). These two
measures are inclusive (i.e., a top 20 program is also coded as a top 50 pro-
gram). Eight states have zero political science Ph.D. programs, and California
has the most, with twelve. California has the most top 50 political science
Ph.D. programs, with seven; 25 states have zero. California and New York
have the most top 20 political science Ph.D. programs, with two each.

We are unaware of any movements to pressure senators to vote in favor of the
amendment.

These data are drawn from U.S. Census Bureau data on educational attain-
ment by state, which can be found at http://www.census.gov/compendia/
statab/2010/tables/1050228.pdf. This is the percentage of each state’s
population with a degree higher than a bachelor’s.

Although not included in the model, we did test the effect of membership on
the Senate Appropriations Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, Science, and
Related Agencies. Membership on this committee had no impact on the vote.

We did not include direct measures of senators’ or states’ ideologies, because
most measures of ideology are based on past voting behavior; therefore, their
inclusion in our model would lead us to predict votes with votes. In other
words, we did not want to predict senators’ voting behavior with senators’
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voting behavior. We also excluded these measures because they would include
the factors for which we are trying to retain estimates, thereby masking the
effects of our independent variables of interest. In other words, the inclusion
of ideology scores for the constituency or the senators would make it difficult
to parcel out the specific determinants that lead to the senators’ votes.

17. These estimated were made using the Clarify program in Stata (King, Tomz,
and Wittenberg 2000).

18. Because the fields of political science and law are academically intertwined,
one might expect that senators with a law degree might have a special affinity
for political science. However, once added to the model, a measure of whether
the senator holds a law degree (n = 56) is insignificant.

19. See the Congressional Record at http://frwebgate.access.gpo.gov/cgi-bin/
getpage.cgi?position=all&page=S11154&dbname=2009_record.

20. A measure of petitions per capita was also insignificant.

21. A measure of the total number of all NSF grants awarded to each state was
also insignificant.
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