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TO: Interested Parties 

FR:  Lincoln Park Strategies       

RE:  Senate PAAR Analysis 

DATE: February 20, 2014 
 

In the first part of our three-part analysis of the 2012 election, we introduced our new 

campaign evaluation metric, PAAR (Percent Above Anticipated Result) and looked at its 

implications for the presidential election. In this second installment, we take a look at the 2012 

Senate campaigns to identify how the parties did in fielding and running candidates who could 

exceed expected results. 

 

As a quick reminder, PAAR derives its value from comparing a candidate’s result to the result a 

generic candidate could be expected to get in that race. The purpose of this statistic is to 

provide context to the typical win or loss analysis of political campaigns. The “generic 

candidate” was created from our model for predicting election results built almost entirely on 

previous elections’ electoral breakouts and changes in demographics. Generally, a generic 

candidate should be able to perform roughly similarly to his or her predecessors while adjusting 

for changes in demographics and other population trends. This ensures that for each election 

year the results accurately reflect the changes that are reshaping America’s electoral landscape. 

 

Overall, our PAAR results confirm the established narrative from the 2012 Senate races: 

Republicans wasted a tremendous opportunity to take control of the Senate. Republicans had 

not only fewer seats to defend but had plenty of opportunities to pick off Democrats sitting in 

traditionally red states.  Many will argue the reasons for their failure, whether it was running 

too many ideologically extreme candidates, a flawed primary process, or simply campaign 

shortcomings, but regardless, the end result was a field of Senate Republican candidates who 

underperformed in nearly every election that they needed in order for them to flip control of 

the Senate.  In the eleven elections where Republicans were expected to get within plus or 

minus five points of 50%, they underperformed in all but one (the lone high performer being 

Deb Fischer in Nebraska).  

 

Republicans averaged a PAAR of -1.5 across all Senate races in 2012, meaning as a whole, they 

underperformed what a generic candidate would be expected to receive by a point and a half.  

A more telling figure perhaps is how they performed in the eleven elections that were forecast 

to be competitive; Republican candidates in these races averaged a PAAR of -5.5 (with a median 
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PAAR of -3).  Clearly, underperforming a generic candidate by five and half points is not a recipe 

for success.    

 

Democrats, on the other hand, had a median PAAR just under what we would expect a generic 

Democrat’s results to be, coming in at a respectable -0.2.  So while Democrats had a tougher 

set of initial circumstances to contend with, their candidates did a better job of getting the vote 

share that should have been theirs to begin with, something the Republicans failed to do. 

Furthermore, candidates in the twelve elections that were forecast to be competitive for 

Democrats (meaning the Democrat was expected to get within plus or minus five points of 

50%), had an average PAAR of +2.8, clearly exceeding expectations in those twelve crucial 

elections.   

 

SENATE PAAR FORMULA 

 

We used a slightly different formula for our Senate PAAR formula than in the presidential 

version. The major change was to account for the tremendous benefit an incumbent has in a 

Senate election. We also readjusted the previous performance measurement to average party 

performance in the state’s last two Senate and Presidential elections. This is necessary because 

states, such as Montana, appear to lean Democratic if only Senate results are taken into 

account. And it should be noted that while PAAR scores are not a zero-sum evaluation, any 

given race where a Republican or Democrat does unusually poorly is going to make their 

opponent look that much better, which will be reflected in their PAAR scores. 

 

Finally, the formula makes an adjustment for the change in the share of the white vote over the 

previous two elections. This allows us to identify states like Nevada and Colorado that are going 

through extensive demographic shifts that are causing them to trend Democratic. 

 

PAAR RESULTS DEMOCRATS SHOULD BE PROUD OF 

 

While the median Democratic PAAR score fell just below zero, there were plenty of Democratic 

candidates with excellent PAAR scores in 2012.  And luckily for Democrats, many of these high 

scores were in the few races that were actually competitive.  

  

http://www.lpstrategies.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Power-of-Incumbency-Jan-2013.pdf
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Dem Candidate/State 
Expected Dem 

Percent 
Actual Dem 

Percent PAAR 
Δ Obama 

PAAR 

Amy Klobuchar (Minnesota) 54% 65% 11 +11 

Joe Manchin (West Virginia) 50% 61% 11 +19 

Bill Nelson (Florida) 46% 55% 9 +8 

Claire McCaskill (Missouri) 47% 55% 8 +13 

Chris Murphy (Connecticut) 53% 55% 2 +2 

Joe Donnelly (Indiana) 49% 50% 1 +2 

Jon Tester (Montana) 49% 49% 0 +3 

Sherrod Brown (Ohio) 51% 50% 0 +.5 

Bob Casey (Pennsylvania) 55% 54% -1 0 

Tim Kaine (Virginia) 54% 53% -2 -3 

Tammy Baldwin (Wisconsin) 53% 52% -2 -2 

Shelley Berkley (Nevada) 49% 45% -4 -4 

 

Here we see that in the twelve races where Democrats’ expected vote share was within five 

percentage points of 50%, six candidates overperformed, four underperformed, and two met 

exactly their expected vote share. More importantly, only a single Democratic candidate from 

this group lost his or her race, that being Shelley Berkley in Nevada. We also included the 

difference between the Senate candidate’s PAAR and President Obama’s PAAR to give 

additional context to these scores. 

 

While Joe Manchin and Amy Klobuchar technically tied for the highest PAAR score in 2012, 

Manchin’s PAAR is much more impressive. Our projection ranked his race as true toss-up, but 

he was able to decisively win his re-election race. Manchin deserves a lot of credit for being 

able to run so successfully as a Democrat in increasingly red West Virginia. 

 

Klobuchar has also built an image as a moderate, or at the very least, a bipartisan Democrat, 

which plays very well in Minnesota. There aren’t a lot of sitting Senators where there is 

speculation that they could be nominated to the Supreme Court, but there is talk around 

Klobuchar because of her bipartisan achievements in the Senate. 

 

Bill Nelson and Claire McCaskill both earn high marks as incumbent Senators who convincingly 

fought off challenges that were deemed very serious at one point or another. McCaskill owes 

her high PAAR score primarily to the implosion of Todd Akin’s campaign more than any brilliant 

maneuvers on her campaign’s behalf, other than to promote Akin in the GOP primary.  

 

http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/govt-and-politics/is-claire-mccaskill-helping-todd-akin-in-the-gop-primary/article_5b4c2bcc-85d0-5893-820e-ebad045fe159.html
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Chris Murphy and Joe Donnelly were the only other Democrats in projected close races to earn 

a positive PAAR score. Donnelly benefitted from Richard Mourdock‘s win over incumbent Dick 

Lugar from the right in the Republican primary and Mourdock’s own rape commentary. 

 

Outside of the races that were expected to be close, there were a few other races of note. As 

North Dakota was not originally considered to be a competitive race, Heidi Heitkamp is not 

included on the original list, but she deserves the consistent praise she’s received for the 

quality of her campaign in what was considered a shocking victory in a deep red state against a 

candidate who didn’t self-destruct like many other Republicans this cycle. Not only was she one 

of the few non-sitting Senators to over perform expectations, she did so convincingly, winning 

51% of the vote on Election Day, 8 percentage points higher than her 43% expected vote share.  

 

Richard Carmona’s campaign also deserves praise even though it ultimately fell short of the 

50% threshold. This is a prime example of why we feel moving past just wins and losses is 

important in campaigns. Just because Carmona lost should not mean that the campaign 

performed poorly. Ultimately Carmona exceeded expected results at a much higher level than 

other campaigns across the country that received much more attention. This becomes critical 

looking forward as campaigns and parties need to be learning about what worked, not just who 

won.  

 

On the reverse side there were five states where Democrats performed poorly in their PAAR 

scores. While none of these poor PAAR scores changed an expected outcome of a race, they 

could point to potential problems down the road.  

 

  

Dem Candidate/State 
Expected Dem 

Percent 
Actual Dem 

Percent PAAR 
Δ Obama 

PAAR 

Heidi Heitkamp (North Dakota) 43% 51% 8 +9.5 

Richard Carmona (Arizona) 41% 46% 5 +6 

Ben Cardin (Maryland) 64% 55% -8 -11 

Mark Clayton (Tennessee) 39% 30% -9 -5 

Elizabeth Warren (Massachusetts) 65% 54% -11 -8 

Martin Heinrich (New Mexico) 65% 51% -14 -10 

Cynthia Dill (Maine) 44% 13% -31 -32 

http://www.politico.com/news/stories/1112/83466.html
http://politicalticker.blogs.cnn.com/2012/11/07/heitkamp-wins-bid-for-senate-in-north-dakota/
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REPUBLICAN PAAR RESULTS 

 

Republicans struggled to field any candidates who could beat the generic Republican score, 

with just eight candidates with a PAAR above zero. Democrats had 13 candidates overall, and 

six in races that were projected to be close. George Allen was the only Republican in a 

projected close race with a positive PAAR score, and he still lost.  

 

Rep Candidate/State 
Expected Rep 

Percent 
Actual Rep 

Percent PAAR 
Δ Romney 

PAAR 

George Allen (Virginia) 47% 48% 1 +5 

Denny Rehberg (Montana) 47% 45% -2 -2 

Dean Heller (Nevada) 50% 46% -4 -2 

Josh Mandel (Ohio) 50% 45% -5 -4 

Richard Mourdock (Indiana) 50% 44% -6 -5 

John Raese (West Virginia) 48% 37% -12 -18 

Todd Akin (Missouri) 51% 39% -12 -15 

 

Josh Mandel and Richard Mourdock were both projected to win, but both fell well short of the 

goal. Mandel struggled to gain traction against incumbent Sherrod Brown, and Richard 

Mourdock pushed his candidacy too far to the right for Indiana’s voters.  

 

Akin, as has been well documented, effectively torpedoed his own candidacy. He was leading in 

the polls against Claire McCaskill until he said women could not get pregnant from “legitimate 

rape.” Akin finished with just 39 percent of the vote.  

 

Raese also faced a tough battle that he made a lot more difficult when he made inflammatory 

statements, such as calling President Franklin Roosevelt “Fidel Roosevelt” and comparing a 

smoking ban to Hitler’s policies.  

 

One interesting note is that with the exception of George Allen in Virginia, all of these GOP 

candidates underperformed Romney’s PAAR score. As we discussed in the previous memo, 

Romney had a negative PAAR score in 38 states, which again shows the poor performance of 

Republican Senate candidates. 

 

Outside of Virginia, Republicans only exceeded expectations in seven races.  While none of 

these high PAAR scores resulted in a win where one was not expected, it is interesting to note 

that five of these races occurred in states that President Obama carried. Additionally in each of 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/19/john-raese-smoking-ban-hitler_n_1437201.html?ref=politics
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/19/john-raese-smoking-ban-hitler_n_1437201.html?ref=politics
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these state the Republican candidates outscored Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney 

in all seven states, showing that positive separation from the top of the ticket was possible on 

the Republican side in 2012, when a good campaign was run. 

 

Rep Candidate/State 
Expected Rep 

Percent 
Actual Rep 

Percent PAAR 
Δ Romney 

PAAR 

Scott Brown (Massachusetts) 33% 46% 13 +12 

Linda McMahon (Connecticut) 33% 43% 10 +11 

Linda Lingle (Hawaii) 29% 37% 8 +19 

Bob Corker (Tennessee) 60% 65% 5 +3 

Tommy Thompson (Wisconsin) 42% 46% 4 +5 

John Barrasso (Wyoming) 73% 76% 3 +1 

Heather Wilson (New Mexico) 44% 45% 1 +1 

 

IMPLICATIONS 
 

The 2012 Senate elections were regarded as a missed opportunity for Republicans, and the 

PAAR confirms this view. As a whole, the candidates the Republican Party fielded performed 

worse than a collection of generic Republicans would have. To make matters worse, in states 

where Republicans managed to have high performing candidates, they still ended up losing 

because those states were places where Republicans were starting with a distinct preexisting 

disadvantage. 

 

On the flip side, Democrats did an excellent job of maximizing their best performances. They 

needed every bit of Heidi Heitkamp’s PAAR to maintain the North Dakota Senate seat, and 

Claire McCaskill went from being nearly left for dead to attaining a resounding victory. Clearly 

some campaigns were helped by their opponents’ miscues, however, the ability to take 

advantage of those mistakes becomes the difference between gaining and loosing seats. That 

being said there was a lot of money spent on races where Democrats did no better than 

expected result (Ohio, Montana) and should we be praising the campaign of Sherrod Brown for 

winning, while not giving credit to the Carmona campaign for far exceeded expectations? Our 

answer is a resounding no. 
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APPENDIX I: DEMOCRATIC 2012 PAAR SCORES 

  

State 
Expected Dem 

Percent 
Actual Dem 

Percent PAAR 
Minnesota 54% 65% 11 

West Virginia 50% 61% 11 

Florida 46% 55% 9 

Missouri 47% 55% 8 

North Dakota 43% 51% 8 

Arizona 41% 46% 5 

New York 67% 72% 5 

California 59% 62% 3 

Washington 58% 60% 2 

Connecticut 53% 55% 2 

Delaware 64% 66% 2 

Mississippi 38% 40% 2 

Indiana 49% 50% 1 

New Jersey 58% 59% 1 

Utah 30% 30% 0 

Rhode Island 65% 65% 0 

Montana 49% 49% 0 

Ohio 51% 50% 0 

Hawaii 64% 63% -1 

Pennsylvania 55% 54% -1 

Virginia 54% 53% -2 

Wisconsin 53% 52% -2 

Michigan 61% 59% -2 

Texas 43% 41% -3 

Nevada 49% 45% -4 

Wyoming 28% 22% -6 

Maryland 64% 55% -8 

Tennessee 39% 30% -9 

Massachusetts 65% 54% -11 

New Mexico 65% 51% -14 

Maine 44% 13% -31 
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APPENDIX II: REPUBLICAN 2012 PAAR SCORES 

 

 

 State 
Expected GOP 

Percent 
Actual GOP 

Percent PAAR 
Massachusetts 33% 46% 13 

Connecticut 33% 43% 10 

Hawaii 29% 37% 8 

Tennessee 60% 65% 5 

Wisconsin 42% 46% 4 

Wyoming 73% 76% 3 

New Mexico 44% 45% 1 

Nebraska 57% 58% 1 

Virginia 47% 48% 1 

California 38% 38% 0 

Pennsylvania 45% 45% 0 

Rhode Island 36% 35% -1 

Michigan 39% 38% -1 

Washington 41% 40% -1 

Florida 44% 42% -2 

Montana 47% 45% -2 

New Jersey 43% 40% -3 

Utah 69% 65% -4 

Nevada 50% 46% -4 

Ohio 50% 45% -5 

Mississippi 62% 57% -5 

Indiana 50% 44% -6 

Arizona 56% 50% -6 

Texas 63% 57% -6 

Vermont 32% 25% -7 

North Dakota 57% 50% -8 

New York 35% 27% -8 

Maryland 35% 27% -8 

Delaware 39% 29% -10 

Minnesota 42% 31% -11 

West Virginia 48% 37% -12 

Missouri 51% 39% -12 

Maine 55% 31% -24 


