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InteresF groups’ high level of involvement in American elections stems, i
from.dlstinctive characteristics of American government, political ,t'm partci
elections. First, governmental decision making offers mult;ple incentiI\)/'ﬁlr leS,d o
portgnities for influencing policy. Second, the major U.S. parties are efrsnanbl Tt
01‘1t51fle interests, enabling interest group activists to obtain owerl;ul ea' 'eto
W1Fh1n local, state, and national party organizations. Third Amelzican el s ane
unique: they are much more frequent than those of most c’)ther Westemeidmons o
cies, ?nd far smaller percentages of citizens vote. Moreover, American el P
candidate centered: candidates must decide to run, raise t};eir own fundsecei;z:;\lii:
,

the‘xr own coalitions, and reach voters with carefully targeted messages—all of
which occurs outside the formal party structure.

Characteristics of American Government

At the same time that our federal system creates incentives for interest i
volvem.ent, it also places demands on interest groups, which must work g'rlc')ll'lp 1}111’
system in order to successfully influence policy.'First, because policy can k‘:vlt H(lit .
the national, state, and local levels, interest groups are generall yll d o to be
active at all three levels. . . . penerally called upon to be
Second, interest groups are well aware that local councils and state legislat
constitute a ‘.‘pipeline” of potential candidates for the House of Re resg ives
Thus, they often participate in state and local races with the intentiolzl fe mTt'weS.
ing and training potential candidates for national office. o
Third, the division of powers between the executive and legislative branch
means that‘ interest groups must try to cultivate access to both the residentC ej
C.ongress. Given that the executive and legislative branches have giffere t o
stituencies, timetables, and interests, this is a difficult enough task, but it hzs l:::r;

made even more complex during the past forty years because the two branches have
often been under the control of different parties.

Fourth, because members of Congress are not bound to vote for the policies of
party leaders but are independent actors, even those of the minority party are in a
position to help or hurt an interest group’s policy agenda. Any member of the
House or Senate can introduce a bill drafted in consultation with an interest group
and offer amendments in committee Or on the floor to make the bill more palatable
to interest groups. When a bill is up for a vote, members of Congress may vote how-
ever they choose. In the Senate, any member can put a “hold” on a bill, delaying a
vote perhaps indefinitely.

[[Interest groups often bolster their lobbying efforts by engaging in electoral ac-
tivities. By helping members of Congress win elections, interest groups hope to es-
tablish relationships with senators and representatives and to get some return on
their investment in the form of public policy actions. On occasion, relationships
cultivated through electoral activity enable interest groups to build coalitions in
support of their policy positions, even over the objections of party leaders.

Finally, the U.S. government is perhaps more willing than that of many other
countries to distribute particularistic economic benefits to interest groups. Appro-
priations, tax, and even substantive bills such as highway bills are generally filled
with specific language benefiting one or more companies Or interest groups. Corpo-
rations get government contracts, special tax provisions, and exemptions from regu-
lations (or, more commonly, delays in implementing regulations), all of which can
affect their profits. In addition, members of Congress and occasionally even presi-

“ dents intercede with the bureaucracy in an attempt to win favorable treatment for

particular groups. The opportunity to obtain specific economic benefits is yet
another incentive for interest groups to develop close relationships with policy
makers—and one important way to do so is through electoral politics.

Characteristics of American Parties

Like the American government, American political parties differ from their coun-
terpatts in other democracies. In many countries, parties are closely linked with one
or a few interests that they can be said to represent. In Europe, labor unions are rep-
resented by labor or social democratic parties, the Catholic Church speaks through
Christian democratic parties, environmentalists have formed “green” parties, and
very conservative citizens are represented by “new radical right” parties. In Israel,
orthodox religious groups have their own political parties. In some countries, inter-
est groups are represented by distinct sectors of a party. In Mexico, for example, the
Partido Revolucionario Institucionalizado (PRI) has separate sectors representing
agriculture, workers, and students.

In the United States, however, the parties have established relationships with
a variety of interest groups that make up their core constituencies, but they also in-
teract with groups that are nonpartisan or that are willing to back candidates of ei-

ther party.




Because interest groups have resources—mailing lists, newsletters, conven-

tions, and volunteers—that can help political parties reach out to group members
and other voters, parties often rely on interest groups to help them communicate
with voters, often working closely with particular groups to develop and distribute
distinctive messages targeting group members. When GOD leaders want to get the
word out to white evangelical voters that theirs is the party of moral conservatism,
they ask the Christian Coalition to carry the message in its publications, to distrib-

ute voters’ guides in conservative churches, and to allow party leaders to speak at
the organization’s annual convention. Similarly, Democratic officials rely on unions
to reach workers, on feminist organizations to reach working women, and on envi-
ronmental groups to reach voters who are concerned about pollution.

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of American parties and elections is that
party leaders play only a small role in selecting candidates. Through party primaries,
caucuses, and conventions, interest groups can help to determine which candidates
win nomination and can even work to nominate activists and members from their
own groups. Although party officials are usually neutral in intraparty contests, in-
terest groups both individually and in coalition with others are extremely active in
aiding one candidate over another. . . .

Finally, unlike many European parties, which receive most or all of their cam-
paign money from the government, American parties must raise their own money
from individual and group contributions. Interest groups provide much of the
money for parties through a variety of legal mechanisms. Money from interest
groups helps fund party electoral activities, as well as buildings, computers, and

_party workers’ salaries. Interest groups also contribute to party foundations and

think tanks that develop policy proposals for party leaders.

Characteristics of American Elections

Elections are a necessary component of democracy, but democracies implement elec-
tions in very different ways. In most countries, elections are held at regular intervals
and generally occur at the same time, both for national executive and legislative of-
fices and for regional and local government posts. Moreover, campaigns in most
countries are relatively short: in Britain, for example, the 1996 campaign lasted six
weeks and included all the seats in the national legislature and most local races.

In the United States, in contrast, elections are held almost continuously. . . .

Because members of the House of Representatives stand for election every two
years, representatives are constantly running for reelection—raising money, address-
ing voters, refining their images and their messages. And their challengers sometimes
begin campaigning more than a year before the election. Senators, who are elected for
six-year terms, generally campaign for at least two years, and some focus on fund rais-
ing throughout their terms. Even before a new president is sworn into office, prospec-
tive candidates from the other major party may drop in on the early presidential
caucus and primary states of lowa and New Hampshire to “test the political waters.”

Another distinctive characteristic of American elections is that they are candi-
date centered. . . .
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The difficulties of running a candidate-centered campaign render interess
groups obvious allies. Interest groups can recruit candidates '..md encourge them to
run, help finance their campaigns, and assist them in selecting campaign themes
By providing access to special communication chann.els such as njcwslcum.a and
group gatherings, interest groups can also help candidates reach interest group
members effectively and inexpensively. . . . _

A third unique characteristic of American elections is the low rate of voter
turnout. . . .

Low levels of voter turnout create opportunities for organized groups to greatly
influence election outcomes. . . . '

Finally, American elections are nearly always winnerftak.e—all contests in
single-member districts. To see why this creates an incentive for interest groups o
participate in elections, consider the consequences ofal percent shift under two
different systems: if German labor unions succeeded in increasing by 2 percent th.c
vote share of the German Social Democratic Party, that party would gain approxi-
mately 2 percent of the seats in the Bundestag, the German parliament, because a
party’s share of seats in the legislature is proportional to its percentage of thfa popu-
lar vote. In the United States, where representation is not proportional bl’lt, is based
on single-member districts, a 2 percent increase in the Democratic Party’s share of
the vote for the U.S. House would likely enable Democrats to regain control of that
body, because the increase would allow a number of Democratic candidates in close
races to win the seats. Thus, a modest aggregate swing in votes may allow one party
to capture most of the close contests in the United States, resulting in a much
larger swing in seats. In 1994, the Republicans won control of the House by a net
swing of less than 2 percent of the popular vote. . . . .

Taken together, the distinctive features of American govc.smment, pgrt}es, arllcl
elections give interest groups many opportunities and incentives to participate in
election campaigns. . . .
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Money, PACs, and Elections

Political campaigning has become increasingly expensive at all levels of 'gover’nmer'\t. Orxly
presidential campaigns are publicly funded, although candidates in presidential prlmar'|es
have to garner a certain amount of private contributions to qualify for federal matching
funds. The rise of political action committees, which the campaign finance |aV\fS of the 1970s
recognized as legitimate, has enhanced the influence of private money and interest g'rc.)up
power in the political process. Money and politics go together in the conten)porary polmc.al
environment, and political action committees are a major source of campaign funds. While
PACs are perfectly legitimate organizations, authorized and even encouraged by.the caT—
paign finance laws of the 1970s, they are often portrayed as the bad gu?ls of Amepcan poha-
tics. They are the modern-day “factions” of the James Madison attack in Federalist 10. The
author of the following selection suggests that PAC-bashing is overdone.




