
CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

7.1 Party Networks and Primary Elections

With the prospects of a “Blue Wave” on the horizon, historic numbers of well-funded

candidates have “flooded Republican House districts” ahead of the midterms (Schneider

2017a). But with their eyes on the general election, many national interest groups and in

some instances the formal parties themselves, have been actively trying to shape the field in

favor of the most electable candidates. This has left a lot of the Democrats on the receiving

end of party pressures rather unhappy. Paul Perry, a progressive black candidate with no

elected experience vying for the open seat in Pennsylvania’s 7th district, lamented that the

DCCC “didn’t take an interest in [him] until they started to have doubts about the other top

candidates: two white men who had already raised hundreds of thousands of dollars and a

white woman who would loan her campaign $170,000” (Perry 2018). Running in the nearby

16th district, Jess King, supported by many local immigrants’ rights and criminal justice

reform groups, was distraught when EMILY’s List began supporting Christina Hartman

despite her under-performing Hillary Clinton in her run for the same seat in the previous

cycle (Grim and Fang 2018). Mai Khanh Tran’s interactions with the party were more blunt

– “they showed her a discouraging poll and argued that she could not win – and risked

fracturing the party” in the June primary for California’s 39th district (Burns 2018).

But few candidates had interactions with the party network as visible as Levi Tilleman’s

in his Colorado 6th contest. Despite the DCCC’s promise to remain neutral in the primary,

they added his opponent, Jason Crow, to their “Red to Blue” program, which while not an

o�cial endorsement, does aim to help the candidates deemed most likely to flip seats come
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November (CBS 2018). Tilleman later met with Minority Whip Steny Hoyer to discuss his

campaign. Tilleman provided a rare (if not uncouth) insight to these interactions by secretly

recording their conversation. In it, Hoyer admitted that the party had come to support Crow

early, that it was providing him with fundraising assistance, polling information, and access

to interest group endorsements, like the Sierra Club, and encouraged Tilleman to drop out

of the contest (Pierce 2018). As Hoyer summarized, “staying out of primaries sounds small-

D democratic, very intellectual, and very interesting, but if you stay out of primaries, and

somebody wins in the primary who can’t possibly win in the general...” He then came to

the point of the conversation: “You keep saying I would like you to get out of the race, and

of course that’s correct” (Fang 2018) Even after these recordings were leaked to the press,

most in the party stood behind Hoyer’s comments. Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi noted

that “if the realities of life is that some candidates can do better in the general than others,

then that’s a clear-eyed conversation that we should be having” (Caygle 2018). While Perry

eventually dropped out of the primary, King, Tran, and Tilleman are all pushing forward

with their campaigns against the headwinds of opposition from the extended party network.

These unfolding primaries reiterate the the three themes discussed throughout this dis-

sertation. First, despite losing their formal power to make nominations, the constellation of

organized interests constituting these parties continue to exercise influence over primary nom-

inations. Of course the process still benefits the driven candidate, the talented fundraiser,

and the electoral self-starter, but in the face of an abundance of ambition, party networks

can still serve as influential field-shapers and gatekeepers.

Second, they hint at the underlying mechanism by which party network’s wield their

influence – the diverse array of resources that can help set candidates in primary elections

over the top. Tilleman was distressed that the DCCC was assisting his opponent with

fundraising, providing him polling information, securing him endorsements, and trying to

push him out of the race. E↵orts to clear the field, manage the competition in the primary,

and navigate a candidate to the nomination are all tools at the network’s disposal. Once

they have shaped the field to the benefit of their preferred candidates, those candidates then

have greater access to endorsements, fundraising assistance, polling information, campaign
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sta↵ers and volunteers, and numerous other resources that they can boost their primary

prospects. Importantly, while these resources are not necessarily exclusive to candidacies

with the support of party networks – they are available in greater abundance and delivered

with greater e↵ectiveness and e�ciency. Therefore, any attempt to understand how these

diverse actors with diverse resources are able to structure electoral outcomes should develop

a measure that considers that variation.

Finally, they highlight just how di�cult it is to observe party behavior in congressional

nominations. Perry’s observations only became public after he dropped out and wrote a tell-

all piece about his experiences. King’s and Tran’s stories are only covered by the media with

any detail because of how competitive the general election is expected to be. And Tilleman’s

case is only front-page news because of the extraordinary step he took in recording what are

usually private conversations. As for the hundreds of other congressional primary campaign

underway, little is reported. The blind spot is even more severe in nominations for seats

that will not be competitive in the general election – the vast majority of seats in Congress.

Despite the fact that less than 20% of congressional seats ever have the potential to be won

by either party, these contests are those to receive the most news coverage and to factor most

heavily into our theories and empirical investigations. Of those congressional primary races

with local or national media coverage for the 2018 midterm cycle, few if any were safe seats.

And thus far, only the media coverage of incumbent Dan Lipinski’s competitive primary

challenge provided any insight into a safe-seat. If our wish, however, is to understand the

processes impacting the composition of Congress at large, then our approach has to consider

how nominations work in these di�cult to observe environments.

This project has attempted to do just that. By using the structure of campaign contri-

bution networks to infer the existence of group support for individual primary candidates,

this dissertation shows how political parties and the constellation of interest groups, partisan

activists, and policy-demanding organizations that animate them still hold influence over the

primary process. They can use their resources to push or pull candidates out of crowded pri-

maries and then turn their attention toward securing their candidate the nomination. While

the party networks may lack the formal powers to make nominations, they still possess the
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resources and organization necessary to control the process.

To conclude, I briefly consider the implications of these findings and attempt to con-

nect these results to larger questions of representation: How do interest-group controlled

nominations a↵ect the policy-making process in the United States? And how does the be-

havior of these groups contribute to the growing polarization we observe between the parties

in Congress? Finally, I outline the next steps for this research agenda and summarize the

conclusions of this project.

7.2 Implications

7.2.1 Nominations and Representation

Interest group control over nominations has important implications for studying public

policy in the U.S. If organized groups are in fact mobilizing their support networks to help

nominate, and later elect, candidates to Congress, than these groups must have reason to

suspect some benefit from that candidate’s election. Simply, why would these groups expend

resources to nominate candidates who were not going to provide them some benefit in return?

And given how determinative party membership is in roll call voting, what is the marginal

benefit of electing a particular Democrat or a particular Republican?

According to numerous authors, members of Congress are more responsive to the policy

demands of their more a✏uent constituents. Bartels (2008) find that Senators from 1988–

1992 were more responsive to the policy the views of their constituents in the top third of the

income distribution. Gilens (2012) also finds that policies tend to more strongly correlate

with the preferences of the a✏uent more so than the poor. Gilens and Page (2014) go as far

as to warn that “Americas claims to being a democratic society are seriously threatened,” by

the inequities they find in representation. The logic of this argument is compelling. Wealthier

constituents are nearly 33% more likely to vote than their less a✏uent neighbors, are more

likely to contact their legislators, are more likely to have crystallized issue preferences, have

greater access to resources necessary for political participation, and are more likely and
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able to monitor their representatives behaviors (Bartels 2008, Converse 1990, Delli Carpini

and Keeter 1996), all factors that one would expect to influence the congruence between

legislative behavior and constituent preferences.

The wealthy are also more likely to contribute to political campaigns (Confessore et

al. 2015), with over 75% of donations coming from those in the top quarter of the income

distribution (Verba et al. 1995). Previous research has found that campaign donors are

more likely to be granted meetings with policy makers (Brookman and Kalla 2016), and

that among legislative sta↵, their recall of relevant issues in the district “is biased in favor of

active and resource-rich constituents” (Miler 2009). Additionally, overlap between a donors’

employment and a congressperson’s committee membership increases the likelihood of re-

ceiving a campaign contribution (Canes-Wrone, Thrower, and Barber n.d.). In comparing

the representational congruence for donors, co-partisans, supporters, and registered voters,

Barber (2016b) finds that “senators’ preferences reflect the preferences of the average donor

better than any other group.”

Yet recent studies have largely found the motivations of individual to be expressive

rather than instrumental (Barber 2016a; 2016b; Gimple, Lee, and Pearson-Merkowitz 2008).

They instead “appear to give out of desire to support causes they believe in rather than

extract material benefits from politicians” (Albert et al. 2018). Even lobbying e↵orts and

PAC contributions have been found to be primarily motivated at maintaining existing re-

lationships with legislators (Victor and Koger 2016), and not attempts to “buy” votes or a

legislator’s time.

These two sets of findings, the representational congruence of campaign contributor

preferences with legislative behavior and the non-instrumental motivations for donating to

a campaign, in combination with the results of this analysis, suggest that any representa-

tional shortcomings would not be ameliorated by decreasing economic inequality or strictly

regulating campaign finance. The congruence comes from organized interests nominating

champions to elected o�ce, who then pursue their true preferences. Just as Poole (2007)

posits that legislators “die in their ideological boots,” I would posit that legislative champions

are forever “one of us” to their network of supporters.
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This should a↵ect how scholars study the policy-making process. As Fiorina (1989, p.

35) noted, “for every voter a congressman pleases by a policy stand he will displease some-

one else.” Any e↵orts to pursue legislation would alienate some voters while attracting the

support of others. But given the central role interest groups and activists in the nomina-

tion of candidates, legislators pursuing policies and developing voting records more extreme

than even their co-partisan constituents should not be surprising. These e↵orts are made on

behalf of the party coalitions, who should be viewed as the audience for most consequential

legislative activity. As Bawn et al. (2012) note, if we accept the role that policy demanding

interest play in nomination than the “agenda of policy demanders external to the institu-

tion [of Congress] would be examined in context of legislative party leaders’ decisions and

actions.” For example, Republican reticence on requiring background checks for purchasing

firearms despite the approval of the vast majority of Republicans becomes less anomalous

if we consider the National Rifle Association as a central player in the Republican Party

network. Understanding the factional composition of nominating coalitions can therefore

help explain a party’s legislative agenda.

And with the amounts of time and e↵ort required to pass legislation and the discour-

aging odds of final passage, only the most committed to a policy would make the long-shot

investment. This in turn could create an extreme policy agenda for a party composed pri-

marily of moderate members. If each o�cial holds only a single extreme position, but that

is the sole position that holds su�cient weight to justify the commitment, then the final roll

calls considered by the entire body would all be more extreme than the median preference

of even the median co-partisan. This divergence is the subject of the next section.

7.2.2 Contributing to the Divide

Why have the parties diverged so dramatically? Despite the consensus surrounding the

existence of elite polarization, a definitive cause for this shift has remained elusive. The most

direct explanation is that legislators are representing increasingly divided electorates. But

the evidence is inconclusive (see Abramowitz 2010, Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2010). Voters
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are often found to have predominantly moderate policy views (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and

Snyder 2006; Levendusky, Pope, and Jackman 2008) and representatives have been found

to have positions considerably more extreme than their constituents (Clinton 2006; Gerber

and Lewis 2004). Hill and Tausanovitch (2013) compare polarization trends within both the

general public and the U.S. Senate between 1956 and 2012 and conclude that the increasing

dispersion of views between the parties in Congress has occurred in the absence of similar

divergence among the public, suggesting that “it is unlikely that changes in public preferences

alone explain the widening gulf between the two parties.”

What about changes in party activists? Aldrich accounts for the divergence as a balance

“between appealing for general election support by moving toward the policy center of the

whole electorate and appealing for nomination support by moving toward the center of the

party activists” (1995, p. 190). The evidence that primary voters are driving polarization

is limited (see Alher, Citrin, Lenz 2015; DeMora et al. 2015; Sides et al. 2018). Moreover,

elected o�cials have been found to be more extreme than even their co-partisan constituents

(Bafumi and Herron 2010). In sum, elected o�cials do not appear more responsive to the

primary electorate as a whole, but to the activists and supporters who provide them with

the resources necessary to secure o�ce.

If we assume that representatives are responsive to the preferences of their contributors,

then changes in the preferences of these actors could help explain the changes in polariza-

tion. Figure 7.1 provides the density plots for the distribution of partisanship in individual

campaign contribution behavior. For each individual who made more than one contribu-

tion in each year, I calculate the average share of those donations that went to Democratic

candidates. The plots provide the distribution of this share among all donors. While there

is a small population of individuals who make bi-partisan, across time the modal behavior

of individuals is entirely partisan. A shift can be seen, however, in the behavior of PACs,

as displayed in Figure 7.2. Here, the shift from the bi-partisan behavior of the 1980s has

given way to the much more polarized contributions of recent years. This data alone cannot

determine how the polarization of PAC contributions and legislators is related, but these

two trends appear to be moving in tandem, particularly with the dramatic shift following
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the Republican takeover of the House in 1994.

If we instead conclude that elected o�cials are representative of the networks of sup-

porters that secured them the nomination, then we would look to changes in the behavior of

these party networks to explain the historically recent surge in polarization. Modularity is a

measure of how clearly divided a network is into sub-groups (see Newman and Girvan 2004).1

Figure 7.3 provides the modularity of campaign contribution networks in nine medium sized

states.2 For each network, I include all donors who made primary contributions to candidates

competing in that state or were from that state. Donors are connected if they contributed to

two or more of the same candidates. Mirroring the results from Figure 7.2, these networks at

the state level have become increasingly partitioned into two sub-groups – Republicans and

Democrats – overtime. Taken together, it is safe to conclude that the networks of campaign

contributors have become progressively more divided over the past thirty five years, and that

this division has been driven more so by changes in PAC and networked behavior than that

of individuals.

The importance of these networks in determining the nominee would place increased

importance on the factional composition of the party networks on the ideological positioning

of the parties. A Congress composed of group-supported legislators could result in a parties

of single-issue champions pursuing a collective legislative agenda not empirically dissimilar

from a platform pursued by one composed of ideological extremists. If the interest groups

and activists within the party coalition have become more cooperative, then the expected the

expected preference profile of a given nominee from that party would also become increasingly

homogeneous, which would present itself as increasingly divided parties.

This is of particular concern to scholars who present strengthening parties as a potential

means of addressing polarization (La Raja and Scha↵ner 2015; Pildes 2011; Weiner and

1For example, in Figure 4.4 from §4.5.3, the first network would be extremely modular, as it consists of
three distinct sub-groups. The second network would have a very low modularity, as there appear to be no
distinct groups within the network.

2Because I restrict the network to those who donated to multiple of the candidates, I did not analyze
states with less than three congressional districts, fearing that the relatively few number of candidates in
the state might artificially deflate the measures. While I present the findings for a random sample of those
remaining states, the trend is common across them – always positive, usually significant.
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Figure 7.1: Partisan Divide in Individual Contributors
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Figure 7.2: Partisan Divide in PAC Contributors
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Figure 7.3: Modularity of State Primary Donor Networks
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Vandewalker 2015). As Hassell noted “[e]mpowering a party seem, perhaps unsurprisingly,

to empower those who control the institution” (2018, p. 190). If the factional composition of

political parties increasingly sorts to two camps of intense, but non-confrontational interest

groups, then strengthening their ability to select the nominee would only increase their ability

to nominate dedicated champions of their cause. Even reforms to direct greater authority
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only to the formal party organization would be quickly circumvented by the weak incentives

to participate in primaries for safe-seats. For example, one proposed reform involves requiring

the formal party to ratify the decision of primary elections. This, however, would put the

parties in the same untenable position that currently limits their participation in primaries

– attempts to circumvent the “popular will” are widely criticized by the public (or more

accurately the members of the ill-favored faction posing as the public). Parties would only

find the incentive to participate in the handful of competitive seats that could determine

party control of the House (races where they already participate, and do so with a great deal

of success, see Hassell 2018).

More work is necessary to untangle this complex relationship. However, the congruence

of legislative behavior with donor preferences, the central role donors play in the construction

of party networks, and the polarization of party networks, are all at least suggestive of a

relationship between political polarization and the factional composition of party coalitions.

These remarks are obviously meant more as a jumping o↵ point than a a definitive statement

on the subject. The need for greater attention to the role organized interests play in the

platforms of parties, the policy positioning of legislators, and the legislative agendas of

governing majorities, however, is more concrete.

7.3 Next Steps

7.3.1 Champions in the Arena

If we accept this view, how do group-supported nominees di↵er in their specific legisla-

tive behavior? Does the nature of these support networks e↵ect how e↵ective (see Volden

and Wiseman 2014) particular congressman are in the legislative process? Are candidates

supported by particular interest groups more likely to win coveted committees seats? party

leadership posts? nomination for higher o�ce? Given the obstacles to passing legislation, in

what other ways do members of Congress pursue their supporters goals? Do they facilitate

interactions with the bureaucracy? Do they provide access to other supportive members? Is
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bi-partisanship a byproduct of bi-partisan coalitions or a lack of organized interests?

These questions are only a truncated list of unanswered research questions. Given the

prevalence of candidate-centered theories of political parties and elections, much of the work

on congressional behavior is due to be re-evaluated or at least replicated under more policy-

forward assumptions on behalf of legislators. If the actions of legislators are not those of

single-minded seekers of re-election and the behaviors of policy champions thrown into the

legislative leviathan, we must reconsider many of our foundational assumptions about how

Congress operates.

7.3.2 Beyond Density

As I mentioned in §4.5.3, there are alternative ways to consider the organization of

factions within a party network. While I focus on the density of the density of existing

networks of support on a candidate’s electoral prospects, it would be possible to consider

these individual networks within the larger party network. For example, are networks of

donors located more toward the center of a party network more influential in the primary

process? Desmarais, La Raja, and Kowal (2015) find that House challengers closer to the

center of the party’s network are more likely to win their general election campaigns. My

initial investigation finds a similar relationship in the primary election. Importantly, both

the END score and centrality measure of a primary candidate’s donor network significantly

increase the likelihood of winning an open-seat primary. These findings together suggest that

while organized interests are important in determining the outcome of primary elections, so

too does that organization’s relationship to the party network at-large.

These larger networks also have the potential to tell us more about the dynamics of

candidate emergence. I would argue that areas with more divided partisan networks should

be more ripe for partisan competition, whereas areas with more cooperative party networks

should see greater cooperation. In other words, regardless of the number of interest groups

or activist networks within a particular district, the relationship between those networks

should influence the number of potentially viable candidacies. If unions and pro-choice
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organizations do not frequently cooperate, then there exists two distinct networks of support

that could support two di↵erent candidates in a primary. The business community and

religious evangelicals may both be organized in a district, but if the network of supporters

largely overlaps, then we should see the network move behind a single nominee. While strictly

exploratory at this point, in the districts I have analyzed from 1982–2002, this appears to be

the case. More candidates file to run for o�ce in districts with more factionalized networks

of primary contributors. By including outcomes before the primary in my analysis, I would

provide more general evidence for my underlying theory of the importance of group support,

and further alleviate concerns about network bandwagoning.

While this project addresses the influence party networks have over the nomination of

candidates, another question is how these party networks influence a candidate’s likelihood of

winning the general election. In the handful of competitive seats, does having a more unified

party network benefit a candidate in the general election? Can losing the support of a party’s

coalition make a safe seat competitive? Fouirnaies and Hall (2018) find that divisive primaries

decrease the nominees eventual vote share and likelihood of winning the primary in the

general election, but are these e↵ects predicated on a type of primary environment? Would

we observe di↵erences based on whether the competition was within the party coalition or

between the party coalition and an outsider?

7.3.3 ENDless Possibilities

And finally, I wish to extend the applicability of END scores to a wider range of electoral

phenomenon. I am currently extending the analysis beyond primaries for the House of

Representatives to also include gubernatorial, senatorial, and state legislative primaries. The

data for statewide primaries has been generously provided by Hirano et al. (2010), but is still

being gathered for state legislative primaries. Demonstrating the versatility of this theory to

explain party behavior, and connecting the motivations of these actors across electoral o�ces,

will help further solidify the notion that interest groups and policy-demanders are driving

these relationships and that the organization and durability of these networks transcends
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the individual candidacies and campaigns of particular politicians.

END scores also have the potential to help us understand another source of incumbency

advantage. For example, in addition to the relationships presented previously, incumbents

with lower END scores are more likely to experience a competitive primary, more likely

to lose their primary, and more likely to lose their general election. Much more work is

necessary to alleviate massive concerns of endogeneity in these particular relationships – the

networks for incumbents are inherently endogenous considering they ran for o�ce in the

previous election cycle, and therefore di�cult if not impossible to separate the influence of

organized groups and re-mobilized candidate-centered re-election constituencies – but the

initial findings suggest that the while it is easiest to observe the influence of party networks

in open-seat contests, this is not the only avenue by which they attempt to shape the political

system.

An important extension would attempt to not only account for the structure of party

networks, as these scores do, but to also account for their content. As briefly mention in

Chapter 5, Arkoosh’s network was structured around the centrally located American Med-

ical Association, whereas Boyle’s had a core of organized labor. Perhaps by leveraging the

occupational information in campaign finance disclosures or integrating public occupational

directories, similar to what previous work has done for doctors (Bonica, Rosenthal, and Roth-

man 2015), lawyers (Bonica and Sen 2017), and bureaucrats (Bonica, Chen, and Johnson

2015), it would be possible to account for the industry or policy of interest motivating the

organization of these interest groups. If one could demonstrate that these groups were orga-

nized by these particular policy demands, then one could be more confident in concluding

that they were in fact driving the relationships observed in Chapters 4 and 5.

7.4 Summary

I set out with three goals in this project. First, I wanted to demonstrate that networks

are influential players in congressional nominations. Through a series of case studies from

the 2014 primary election cycle, I demonstrate that formal parties, candidate-centered ma-
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chines, interest groups, and activist networks all have the potential to shape the political

environment in favor of their preferred candidate. They do this by systematically influenc-

ing the field of candidates – recruiting those supportive of their ambitions and dissuading

those candidates seen less as champions of their cause – and by marshaling scarce campaign

resources – campaign sta↵, endorsements, campaign funds, and voter mobilization e↵orts –

on behalf of their campaign. In an electoral environment lacking media coverage, scholarly

attention, and voter participation, these resources were often able to determine the outcome

of these contests.

Second, given the di�culties of observing the e↵orts of these networks, I sought to de-

velop a novel measure of group support that could be gathered systematically for a large

number of representative races. I create a measure – existing network density – that at-

tempts to assess the degree to which a candidate’s supporters consistently work together in

their party’s primary. By observing the behavior of a candidate’s donor poll over time, I can

isolate a durable contingent of supporters. By considering how inter-connected their network

is, I can account for how organized this group is in the political process. With the stan-

dardized reporting requirements and the ubiquity of fundraising as a measure of candidate

strength, using campaign finance records allows us to assess the presence of group support

systematically among nearly every candidate who competed in a primary since 1980.

Third, I wanted to test whether this measure of support significantly and substantively

impacted the electoral prospects of candidates competing in primary elections. I find that

all else equal, candidates with the support of durable networks with greater density are

more likely to drop out of their party’s primary. Those candidates with the support of

groups within the larger party network are more likely to respond to party pressures to clear

the field for another candidate than those electoral self-starters unconnected to the party

infrastructure. The finding that candidates with higher END scores are more likely to drop

out may seem at odds with this dissertation’s overall argument that network support is a

political advantage to individuals seeking their party’s nomination. But as the examples in

Arizona’s 7th, Pennsylvania’s 6th, and Pennsylvania’s 13th district show, what may in the

short-term appear a disadvantage for a candidate is often a long-term benefit in the form of
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a maintained relationship with the group network.

In the primary, however, I find that candidates with the support of denser durable

networks and thus more likely to have access to the diverse array of campaign resources are

more likely to win the nomination. I alleviate some concerns of endogeneity by demonstrating

that existing network density Granger causes future candidate viability as measured by future

fundraising successes and that the e↵ects from my models are robust in the face of numerous

controls for candidate viability. Moreover, if networks were simply bandwagoning behind

the inevitable winner, than we would not observe existing network density encouraging

candidates to drop out of primaries.

Together these three exercises demonstrate that political parties – broadly defined –

still maintain influence over the selection of nominees. Primary elections may have taken

the most powerful tool for selecting a nominee from all but a handful of parties, but these

e↵orts only changed the mechanism by which parties control the nomination. What was

once a conflict contained to a smoke-filled back room negotiation or a lively floor debate at

a convention, has simply been dragged out into light. Despite the prevalence of candidate-

centered theories of congressional nominations, these coalitions of interest groups, politicians,

activists appear to still decide.
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