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Abstact
The lobbying activity of interest groups has been overlooked as a contributing factor to legislative party
polarization in the United States. Using bill-level data from Congress and three state legislatures,
I show floor votes on bills lobbied by more non-profit interest groups are more polarized by party.
The state legislative data demonstrate the robustness of the relationship between lobbying and polariza-
tion, showing it is not an artifact of party agenda control, salience, or bill content. Increased lobbying
from these groups in recent years helps explain high levels of partisan polarization in Congress and an
uneven pattern across the state legislatures.
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1. Introduction
What explains the growth of partisan polarization in the United States, both in Congress and in
many state legislatures? Few questions have been more extensively researched in recent decades,
with scholars proposing a variety of different explanations, including voter preferences, electoral
rules, and the mass media (for a review, see McCarty, 2019). But less attention has been paid to
an important, but largely overlooked, factor: the role of interest-group lobbying.

Previous literature has found the practice of lobbying to mitigate legislative party polarization
(e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2009; Grossmann and Dominguez, 2009). Although this can be true, I
argue that its effect will depend on the lobbyist’s client. Although lobbying from business and
governmental clients may not result in party-voting, lobbying from non-profit interest groups,
primarily citizen-based advocacy organizations and trade associations, can generate polarization
by party. These groups have increasingly aligned with one of the major parties in recent decades
(Koger et al., 2009; Waterhouse, 2015), as their broad policy demands often require the pursuit of
policy change through electoral replacement (Wright, 1985; Franz, 2008). Therefore, their advo-
cacy is likely to push legislators to the party line on roll-call votes.

Using bill-level lobbying reports from the US Congress and three state legislatures, I find a
consistent pattern. There is more party difference, meaning that the parties are internally united
and opposed to one another, on bills lobbied by more non-profit interest groups. The magnitude
of this relationship is meaningful; a one standard deviation increase in the number of non-profits
lobbying a bill in Congress (about four groups) leads to a 13 percent increase in party difference
within a policy area. This means that lobbying from a handful of groups is equivalent to the dif-
ference between an average healthcare bill before the unified Republican Congress in 2005 and an
average healthcare bill in 2011, a Congress where the House repealed Obamacare with
H.R. 2. Meanwhile, there is no additional partisan difference on bills with more business and
public sector lobbying.
© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the European Political Science Association.
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The state data are more detailed, which helps identify the mechanisms underpinning the posi-
tive association between lobbying and polarization. For example, the association is strongest early
in the legislative process and when interest groups are negatively lobbying to stop a bill. Also,
institutional variation in the states can help rule out a number of factors that can confound
the relationship in Congress, such as party leader agenda control and bill salience. I also use
the state data to show that over multiple sessions, changes in the interest group population pre-
cede changes in the average partisan difference of subsequent sessions, but not the inverse rela-
tionship. Finally, I use a dataset of bills with identical passages across the three states to show that
the context created by interest groups relates to partisan legislative behavior, and not the content
of the legislation alone.

The results help explain high levels of partisan polarization in Congress and an uneven pattern
in the states. State legislative sessions lobbied by more non-profit interest groups tend to be more
polarized by party, and a dramatic increase in Congressional lobbying expenditures since 1999
decades tracks a rise in party difference on passage votes. Overall, these results suggest that the
type of outside group that initiates lobbying is a crucial factor in shaping how it affects legislative
polarization. Scholars of interest group activity should disaggregate the lobbying population by
group type if partisan behavior is relevant, as this heterogeneity is an important factor.

2. The partisan effects of lobbying
Lobbying is the private transmission of information from outside groups to public officials or
their staffs (De Figueiredo and Richter, 2014). Theoretical models of lobbying posit that the infor-
mation provided from outside groups is meant to either persuade legislators to change their pos-
ition on an issue, known as the informational model (Schnakenberg, 2017), or mobilize legislators
to pursue mutual goals, known as the subsidy model (Hall and Deardorff, 2006). A number of
researchers have concluded that the practice of lobbying has generally not caused legislative
polarization.1 The primary explanation for this view is that many groups that hire lobbyists
have requests that can cross party lines (Baumgartner et al., 2009). Ultimately, if lobbying can
affect legislator behavior, the polarizing effect of a group will be determined by its tactical deci-
sion to align with one party or attempt to win friends in both parties (Gray et al., 2015).

This partisan tactical decision can be traced to their general strategy (Goldstein, 1999).
Literature on campaign finance has shown how political action committees (PACs) attempt to
affect policy by either pursuing access to incumbent legislators or attempting to replace legislators
in elections (Wright, 1985; Franz, 2008). Groups that pursue policy change via electoral replace-
ment usually work with a single party. The overlap of their goals—interest groups would like par-
ties to implement their preferred policies, and parties would like interest groups to help them
achieve and maintain power (Heaney, 2010)—requires being the majority party, so groups
need to choose one or the other. Moreover, groups often find the most leverage in party primary
elections, which are lower salience, and where their endorsements carry more weight (Masket,
2009; Dominguez, 2011). Groups pursuing access are more likely to work with both parties,
and are more likely to target legislators based on their standing within the legislature, such as
directing their campaign contributions to committee chairs as a way to gain access to legislators
with agenda setting powers (Fouirnaies and Hall, 2018).

The strategy that groups choose is often a function of their goals. Wright (1985) notes that
groups are more likely to choose the electoral replacement route if they assume policy positions
are fixed on an issue. Candidate and legislator positions are more likely to be fixed on salient
national issues that citizens want issue representation from their members on (Lapinski et al.,

1A note on terminology: this study uses partisan polarization to refer to circumstances where officeholders of the two
major political parties are cohesive and in conflict with the other, which Lee (2016) argues is a valid characterization of
the US Congress and many American state legislatures.
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2016). Legislators have more flexibility on issues that are not covered in the press and their con-
stituents pay little (to no) attention to. Therefore, groups with broader goals are likely to pursue
electoral replacement and align with one party. Groups with more discrete goals are likely to pur-
sue access to sitting legislators and align with both major parties.

The goals, and therefore the partisan alignment, or interest groups vary a great deal, so the first
step to predict the effects of their advocacy is to disaggregate groups on relevant lines.
Schattschneider (1960) saw the primary division between “two major power systems, government
and business” (p. 118). Walker (1983) operationalizes this concept by assigning organizations
based on two criteria. First, is a group public or private? Public refers to a government agency.
If an organization is private, he then attempts to divide groups by profit motive. Therefore,
for-profit organizations are business firms, and non-profit organizations run the gamut of
trade associations representing business-type interests (e.g., Soybean Producers Association) to
citizen-based advocacy organizations (e.g., Citizens for Clean Air) representing broader interests
of citizens. With these conceptual categories in mind, this section examines the lobbying popu-
lation to determine its likelihood of associating with one party.

2.1. Disaggregating the lobbying community

Most lobbyists in Congress represent businesses. In 2014, 79 percent of expenditures on
Congressional lobbying were from businesses.2 Drutman (2015) reports that business lobbyists
typically work on technical issues that draw little public scrutiny. Concerning hearings of the
1986 tax reform debate, a Senate staffer said: “The fewer the number of taxpayers affected, and
the more dull and arcane the subject, the longer the line of lobbyists” (Birnbaum and Murray,
1988, 178). Having such particular goals does not incentivize these lobbyists representing busi-
nesses to associate with one party. Instead, they look to work with legislators in power who
can help them advance their specific goals.

Campaign finance research indicates that businesses pursue friends in both parties. Ansolabehere
et al. (2002) look at PACs linked to businesses that lobby more, and find they tend to donate across
both parties. Bonica (2013) observes campaign finance activity to estimate ideal points for PACs on
the traditional liberal-conservative dimension, which can indicate if groups are usually donating to
one party or both parties. He finds that the distribution of PACs is unimodal and centered between
the parties, which means they are choosing to cooperate with both parties, on average.

However, non-business groups often are organized to pursue broader goals (Walker, 1991).
Amid frustration with the major parties during the progressive era, Clemens (1997) argues
that modern interest groups were “invented” when collections of farmers, women, and workers
formed organizations that adopted lobbying tactics employed by corporations at the time.
Modern citizen-based advocacy organizations pursue topics like good governance, family values
or civil rights (Berry, 1999). This has led to a tighter alignment with the parties. These groups
have formed coalitions with each other and one of the major parties in the electoral setting
(Grossmann and Dominguez, 2009; Koger et al., 2009). By recruiting candidates or endorsing
incumbents that support their demands in primary elections, these “intense policy demanders”
look to enact policy change through winning elections (Bawn et al., 2012). Although, Bawn
et al. (2012) mention how groups face a principal-agent problem when these candidates become
legislators and are wont to moderate their positions to stay in office (Lindstadt and Vander
Wielen, 2011), and groups cannot observe their behind-the-scenes actions, which necessitates
hiring lobbyists to monitor legislators and hold them to their earlier positions.

Ideal point estimates indicate that these many of these groups associate with just one party.
Bonica (2013) finds that PACs associated with “single-issue” groups have ideal points located
toward the extremes. Crosson et al. (2020) estimate ideal points using the public positions of

2According to the Sunlight Foundation’s Open Secrets project.
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groups, and find the median liberal and conservative public-interest groups to have more extreme
preferences than lawmakers in either party.

Another category of non-profit groups that lobby heavily are trade associations and unions.
These groups are the brackish water between businesses and citizen-based advocacy organiza-
tions. Trade association interests are broader than those of their individual members, as firms
tend to lobby individually when looking for particularistic demands from government (De
Figueiredo and Tiller, 2001), which can make their behavior resemble single-issue groups that
choose one party to fulfill their long-term goals. Waterhouse (2015) shows how the three largest
business associations: the United States Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of
Manufacturers, and the Business Roundtable made a decided “right-turn” in the 1970s to oppose
the New Deal style welfare state and associate primarily with the Republican party.

Trade association groups are not easy to pin down in this framework. The distribution of ideal
point estimates for these groups vary on the public nature of the input data. Publicly available
campaign finance data suggests labor to have extreme donation patterns like single-issue groups,
but trade associations to be centrist like businesses (Bonica, 2013). However, using their private
lobbying positions revealed through transaction reports, Thieme (2020) estimates that trade asso-
ciation lobbying activity is actually more extreme in a conservative direction than the contribu-
tion data suggests.

The third major category of organizations is public sector lobbying. Intergovernmental lobby-
ing is usually governments or agencies concerned with securing appropriations from the legisla-
tive branch (Payson, 2020), or bureaucratic oversight. These very particular demands increase
their likelihood of working with both parties. In line with this expectation, Crosson et al.
(2020) find civil servant/public employee groups to have a unimodal distribution located between
the party medians.

2.2. Predictions of partisan effects of lobbying from different groups

Variation in interest group goals affects their preferred association with one or both parties. This
section predicts how the lobbying behavior of the different categories of groups will affect how
legislators vote on a bill under an informational model of lobbying, where groups are capable
of persuading members to change their positions. Mahoney and Baumgartner (2015) note that
legislators observe the distribution of interest groups that are active on an issue, so I will proceed
using the number of groups on a bill as the unit of analysis.

First, as non-profit interest groups tend to associate with a single party, when lawmakers hear
from more of these groups, it is likely to be from the same (partisan) direction, on average.
Therefore, my first prediction is that there will be more party polarization on roll-call votes on
bills lobbied by more non-profit interest groups.

Second, businesses have a less consistent pattern of party affinity. Although business executives
usually support the modern Republican party (Bonica, 2016), the lobbying positions of businesses
are not as consistently conservative as those of trade associations (Thieme, 2020). Therefore, it is
not clear that business lobbying preferences would push legislators to a single partisan camp.
Therefore, I predict that business lobbying will result in no additional partisan polarization.

Third, the positions of intergovernmental lobbyists are unlikely to consistently map on either
side of the partisan divide (Payson, 2020). Therefore, I predict that inter-governmental lobbying
will result in no additional partisan polarization.

3. Methodology
Testing these predictions requires observing the behavior of lobbyists and legislators on individ-
ual bills. This paper joins a small, but growing literature that measures interest group activity at
the bill-level using transaction reports (Grasse and Heidbreder, 2011; Grossmann and Pyle, 2013;
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Lewis, 2013). Transaction reports have become widely available at the national level since the
implementation of the 1995 Lobbying Disclosure Act; however, only a small minority of states
require bill-level disclosure, and even fewer mandate reporting of the lobbying client’s position
on the bill.3 Transaction reports have a number of limitations, notably that a lobbying client’s
positions are not observed with much precision. For example, Wisconsin reports lobby positions
on its state ethics website, but the client’s position is only recorded once, therefore it is not pos-
sible to observe when it lobbied on a bill (such as before or after a committee vote) or who was
lobbied (such as Democratic or Republican members, or party leadership or committee chairs).

My research design starts with Congress, which is the subject of the vast majority of literature
on partisan polarization (Lee, 2016). I expand my analysis to the states, as they offer an oppor-
tunity to observe institutional variation that can better explain the relationship between lobbying
and polarization in Congress. Although my sampling approach is limited by data availability,
Colorado, Ohio, and Wisconsin represent two different geographic regions, and vary in the par-
tisan control and ideological polarization of their legislators (Shor and McCarty, 2011). Next, I
give an overview of the variables in my analysis.

3.1. DV: party difference

To identify where the parties are cohesive and opposed to one another, I collected the universe of
floor votes for the following legislative venues and years: the US Congress (1999–2014),4 and the
Colorado (2011–2016), Ohio (2011–2014), and Wisconsin (2009–2014) state legislatures.5 The
sample only includes regular bills from regular legislative sessions,6 dropping resolutions and
bills from special sessions.

I calculate the party difference on each vote using Equation 1. This is an adaption of the RICE
score or party unity measure which has a long tradition in the field (Sinclair, 1977). Party differ-
ence is the absolute value of the difference between the two major parties’ unity measures. Ideal
point estimation is usually employed in the polarization literature, but it cannot be calculated for
each bill, as it requires a number of votes to assign ideal points to individual legislators. Although
party difference is measuring party polarization and not ideological polarization, these concepts
are similar. Figure 4 in the online Appendix shows there is a positive association between average
party difference and the distance between party median ideal points calculated through
NOMINATE during the sample years

Party Differencei =
(%Votesyes,D −%Votesno,D)− (%Votesyes,R − %Votesno,R)

2

( )∣∣∣∣
∣∣∣∣ (1)

3.2. Number of interest groups lobbying on a bill

To observe the number and type of lobbying clients on each bill in these venues, I use the uni-
verse of transaction reports filed by lobbyists in these four venues. Transaction reports list the
lobbyist’s “principal” or client, and the subject of their lobbying activity. Section A of the online
Appendix discusses the data collection and standardization across these four venues. I classify

3Wisconsin lobbyists report if their clients are “For,” “Against,” or “Other” on a bill. Colorado lobbyists register as
“Supporting,” “Monitoring,” or “Opposing” legislation. See Thieme (2020) for a review of other states with this practice.

4The US Congress roll-call data were scraped from the clerk of the US House of Representatives (http://clerk.house.gov/)
and US Senate (http://www.senate.gov/legislative/votes.htm).

5The state roll-call data were collected from the Open States project, which scrapes and standardizes state legislative web-
sites (https://docs.openstates.org/en/latest/data/legacy-csv.html#downloads) and Colorado committee votes were collected
from Legiscan (https://legiscan.com/CO/datasets).

6Legislative sessions are typically two years long, except for Colorado reports an annual session.
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groups according to Walker’s (1983) criteria that stratifies groups into three categories using two
questions. Is a group public or private? Public could mean a government agency or actor (e.g., the
modal lobbyist in Ohio represents the Governor’s office and is excluded), and then if it is private,
is it for-profit or non-profit? Table 6 in the online Appendix lists the exact terms used by each
state’s Secretary of State to code each organization.7

I count the number of interest groups that register a position on each bill to capture the size
and diversity of a lobbying “side” or coalition. This is advantageous as Mahoney and
Baumgartner (2015) stress that lawmakers perceive the overall distribution of group positions
on an issue, more than any one group. Table 1 shows the average number of groups lobbying
bills in all four venues. In Congress, the modal bill is lobbied by very few groups, as many
bills that are introduced do not receive a roll-call vote. However, bills that are heavily lobbied
in Congress tend to receive astronomical amounts of lobbying. For example, the 2009
Affordable Care Act was lobbied by 1522 groups. To account for this skewed distribution,
I take the natural logarithm of the number of groups lobbying each bill after adding one.8

There is more average lobbying on each bill in the states, which can be a function of states con-
sidering fewer bills. Colorado legislators can only introduce five bills in a session.9

3.3. Bill and vote characteristics

A potential factor that could confound the relationship between lobbying and polarization is the
salience of the legislation, as Baumgartner et al. (2009) note that “partisanship and policy salience
tend to go hand in hand” (p. 108). To control for salience in the states, I use the method
employed by Grasse and Heidbreder (2011) and Lewis (2013), by conducting a content analysis
of the paper(s) of record for each state legislature: the Denver Post, Columbus Dispatch or
Wisconsin State Journal and Madison’s Capital Times. I searched the LexisNexis Academic
Universe for every article during the sample that contained the term “house bill,” “hb,” “senate
bill,” or “sb.” I then hand-coded these articles to assign them to an individual bill, and validate
that they were referring to bills before the state’s legislature. For the US Congress, I use the
method of identifying salient and significant legislation employed by LaPira and Thomas
(2017), and include an indicator if a bill is mentioned in the Congressional Quarterly
Almanac, as collected by the Policy Agendas Project (PAP).

Some bills are more likely to divide the parties by nature, so I take a number of steps to rule
out a concern that the association is the result of there being more votes on partisan bills. First,
I measure the ideological extremity of a bill’s sponsors. Although partisan voting and ideological
positioning are not the same concept, on average, there is substantially more party difference on
bills introduced by extreme members of either party. Extremity is estimated using ideal point
estimation, provided at the state level by Shor and McCarty (2011)10 and Poole and Rosenthal
(2000)11 for Congress, and I multiply liberal scores by −1.12 Some states report more than one
sponsor, so I average the ideal points of all the sponsors before multiplying liberal scores by −1.

7CRP’s coding system for Congressional organizations is a blend of sector and typology, so groups are separated as finely as
possible. For example, Health (pharmaceuticals) are coded as a business because the modal lobbyist represents a for-profit
business, meanwhile Health (chiropractors) are coded as a non-profit because the modal lobbyist is a professional association
of chiropractors that does not have an independent profit motive.

8This is also known as a Laplace smoothing procedure, so that the measure can accommodate bills with zero groups, which
would be missing if taken as a pure natural logarithm.

9See the NCSL for more information: http://www.ncsl.org/research/about-state-legislatures/limiting-bill-introductions.
aspx.

10On the Shor and McCarty (2015) website: americanlegislatures.com/data/.
11Available on voteview.com.
12The ideal points of liberal members (typically Democrats) are negative, so they multiplying them by −1 provides an

approximate measure of extremity. This is similar to taking the absolute value; however, it accounts for the fact that 0 is
not necessarily the midpoint between the parties (Rogers, 2017).
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Certain policy areas in Congress have historically divided the parties, such as votes on macro-
economic policy (Lapinski, 2013). To account for such policy variation, I use indicators for the
PAP major topic areas.13 Employing fixed effects for these different policies allows for the mod-
el’s intercept to vary for each policy area. This effectively allows for a comparison of bills within a
policy area, so an education bill is being compared with other education bills. I also use temporal
fixed effects for each session that account for changes in the average party difference over time.

I also account for the different types of votes legislators take. Snyder and Groseclose (2000)
note the importance of this delineation as substantive votes tend to be less partisan than many
procedural votes. I include indicators for three types of floor votes: (1) procedural votes, (2)
amendment amendments, and (3) final passage votes, and two types of committee votes: (1) pas-
sage votes and (2) amendment votes.

These different data sources are combined in Equation 2. The key independent variable is the
number of organizations in each category that lobby each bill, as a reminder I use the natural
logarithm of this count, plus one. Taking the logarithm of the count accounts for outlier bills
with thousands of lobbying groups, and the Laplace smoothing method of adding one keeps
bills with zero registered lobbying groups in the sample:

Party Diffv =b0 + b1Non− Profit Groupsb + b2Business Groupsb

+ b3 Government Groupsb + b4Salientb + b5Spon Ideo Extremityb

+ ab + dv + gv + lb + mb

(2)

In Equation 2, v = vote, b = bill. The unit of analysis is individual votes, but since the number of
groups lobbying are only observed once per bill, the standard errors are clustered by bill. The
model is run separately for Congress, Colorado, Ohio, and Wisconsin. A number of indicators

Table 1. Lobbying and roll-call voting data: 1999–2016

Venue Sessiona Year(s) Billsb Votes Groups/bill

Colorado 2011Ac 2011 603 3641 17.8
2012Ac 2012 566 3387 18.3
2013A 2013 699 5693 18.4
2014A 2014 701 4457 19.3
2015A 2015 754 3860 19.8
2016A 2016 768 4840 16.8

Ohio 129th 2012 324 1087 23.1
130th 2014 397 1095 22.4

Wisconsin 2009 Reg. 2009 260 812 9.4
2011 Reg. 2011 242 814 8.3
2013 Reg. 2013 167 251 8.2

US Congress 106th 1999–00 156 646 3.5
107th 2001–02 160 592 8.8
108th 2003–04 198 735 13.0
109th 2005–06 239 886 47.5
110th 2007–08 415 1251 74.4
111th 2009–10 349 1040 100.5
112th 2011–12 300 1367 90.2
113th 2013–14 299 903 72.2

aRegular sessions only.
bBills that receive a recorded vote. Regular House and Senate bills only.
cThe legislature does not report the passage votes.

13These are available for Congress at http://www.policyagendas.org/page/datasets-codebooks#roll_call_votes, and I hand-
coded the state legislative bills using the Pennsylvania Agendas Project codebook, which is designed for state politics: https://
www.cla.temple.edu/pennsylvania-policy-database-project/.
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are absorbed to account for the context of the vote: α represents each session that the vote took
place, δ represents whether the vote took place in an upper or lower chamber, γ represents the
three different types of floor votes, and λ represents the policy agenda project major topic areas.

4. Results
Table 2 shows that across these four legislative venues, when more non-profit interest groups
lobby on a bill it tends to be more polarized by party. These results allow me to reject a null
hypothesis of no effect for my first prediction at conventional levels of significance in both
Congress and the states. The magnitude of the effect is meaningful; increasing the number of
non-profits lobbying a bill within a policy area in Congress by one standard deviation14 increases
the expected party difference by about 12 percent. This means that lobbying from about four
groups can make the average Congressional bill go from looking like one before the unified
Republican Congress in 2005 (P̂D = 0.47) to one after John Boehner (R-OH) became Speaker
of the House in 2011 (P̂D = 0.61).15 The relationship between non-profit lobbying and party dif-
ference is stronger in Congress than the states, but it is very consistent in the states, which is a
particularly robust finding considering the different institutional rules and actors across the
venues.

Across these four venues, on average, neither business lobbying nor public-sector lobbying
associate with any additional partisan difference. Business lobbying associates with party differ-
ence in Ohio, but does not in Congress, Colorado, or Wisconsin. The unusual pattern in Ohio
may reflect the close ties between the business community and Governor John Kasich’s admin-
istration during this time. A controversial effort to reduce public sector collective bargaining
rights took place during this period,16 and may have structured the business communities prefer-
ences in an unusual fashion.17

In line with the expectation of Baumgartner et al. (2009), salience is a positive correlate of
lobbying and partisan difference, but including it in the model does not eliminate the relationship
between lobbying and partisan difference. This suggests that it is not a necessary condition for
lobbying to affect partisanship. Citizens pay significantly less attention to state politics than
national politics (Rogers, 2016), so this is a particularly low bar for salience, and interest
group lobbying still has an effect.

4.1. When does lobbying lead to polarization?

Fine-grained observations of interest group lobbying in Colorado and Wisconsin can show when
the number of interest group lobbyists on a bill is most closely related to partisan difference.
Table 3 breaks interest group lobbying out by its direction, and finds that the observed association
between non-profit lobbying and partisan difference is driven by negative lobbying, when
groups are attempting to stop legislation. It also shows that the association between negative
lobbying and party difference is stronger at the committee stage in Colorado compared to
floor votes.18

14See Mummolo and Peterson (2018) for a discussion of the need to account for between policy area variation. Following
their method, the standard deviation of the residuals of ln(NP) = 1.26, or about 3.7 groups, after accounting for the variation
between policy areas.

15Holding all other factors in Equation 2 at their means.
16See Garlick (2017) for a description of Ohio’s SB 5 in 2011.
17However, it is worth noting that Wisconsin had a similar bill (AB 11) to restrict public sector collective bargaining in a

special session in 2011 that is not included in this sample of regular sessions.
18Wisconsin’s legislature does not report individual committee roll-call votes on its website, so it is excluded. If the

dependent variable is changed from partisan difference to percentage of “No” votes in committee, negative lobbying is stron-
ger in committee than at the floor stage.
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The relationship between negative lobbying and partisan difference being concentrated on bills
with negative lobbying and at the committee stage is notable because these are two circumstances
where informational lobbying is more likely to be successful. At early stages, legislator preferences
are more flexible, and groups can provide legislators with information before other sources, such
as colleagues, party leadership, or the media. Wright (1990) observed informational lobbying in
the low-visibility setting of Congressional committees and Box-Steffensmeier et al. (2019) find
that endorsements from well-connected interest groups are more powerful earlier as well. In
terms of negative lobbying, McKay (2012) finds that it takes 3.5 groups lobbying for a
Congressional bill to offset just one group lobbying against a measure, as she argues that policy-
makers have an asymmetric preference to avoid action in the face of negative lobbying. Haeder
and Yackee (2015) observe a similar bias toward inaction in the face of negative lobbying in
the Office of Management and Budget’s rule-making process.

5. Robustness tests
5.1. Party leadership agenda control

The state-level data can be used to address concerns about the Congressional data generating pro-
cess. For example, Baumgartner et al. (2009) and Grossmann and Pyle (2013) note how partisan-
ship is nearly a fait accompli as bills approach passage in Congress. One reason for this pattern is
that Congressional leaders control which bills receive final consideration, and the “Party Cartel”
theory predicts that only legislation that is favorable to the majority party comes up for a vote
(Cox and McCubbins, 2005). This theory serves as the rationale for the Hastert rule, named
after the former Republican Speaker of the House who said he would only bring a bill to the
floor if the majority of his party supported it (Richman, 2015). If faithfully applied, the
Hastert rule could bias the results in the direction of party difference because only votes with

Table 2. There is more partisan difference on bills lobbied by more non-profit interest groups

DV: Party Difference

(1) (2) (3) (4)
Venue US Congress Colorado Ohio Wisconsin
Years 1999–2014 2013–2016 2011–2014 2009–2014

Number of groups (natural log)
Non-profit 0.10** 0.05** 0.05* 0.05*

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Business 0.00 0.01 0.05** −0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Government −0.05** −0.00 −0.03 −0.02

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)
Bill characteristics
Salient 0.02 0.10** 0.12** −0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Sponsor’s ideological 0.15** 0.04** 0.06* 0.20**
extremity (0.04) (0.01) (0.03) (0.04)
Constant 0.24** 0.08** 0.07* 0.41**

(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.05)
Observations (votes) 7411 5920 2177 1466
Bills 2114 1963 718 615
Absorbed indicators
Sessions 8 4 2 3
Chambers 2 2 2 2
Floor vote types 3 3 3 3
Policy topics 20 21 19 19

Robust standard errors clustered by bill in parentheses.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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a high degree of party unity from the majority party would be observed, which is half of the equa-
tion of party difference. Figure 1 provides evidence that this is a valid concern. During the Obama
administration, only about 4 percent of bills that were proposed in Congress received a passage
vote.

The state legislatures vary in the “non-reporting rights” held by party leaders that allow the
majority party to control the agenda (Anzia and Jackman, 2013). Figure 1 shows that
Colorado, in particular, presents a unique opportunity to observe a legislature without much
majority party control. In 1988, Colorado voters passed GAVEL, which stands for “give a vote
to every legislator,” and curtails the “non-reporting rights” of party leadership, such that approxi-
mately 80 percent of the bills in Colorado received a passage vote (Binder et al., 2011). A much
higher share of bills pass the committee stage in Colorado compared to Ohio or Wisconsin, which
resemble more typical cases (Seawright and Gerring, 2008). The positive coefficients for non-
profit lobbying in columns 2–4 of Table 2 suggest that the relationship between interest group
lobbying and partisan difference is not an artifact of the selection process.

5.2. Simultaneity

Other scholars have viewed the relationship between non-profit interest groups and polarization
in different light, positing that it may have a different causal ordering. In a bitter partisan context,

Table 3. There is a stronger association between partisan difference and negative lobbying

DV: Party Difference

(1) (2) (3)
State Colorado Colorado Wisconsin
Years 2011–2016 2013–2016 2009–2014
Vote type Committee Floor Floor

Number of groups (natural log)
Non-profits (opposed) 0.16** 0.07** 0.11**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Non-profits (supporting) 0.03** 0.04** −0.00

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Business (opposed) 0.00 0.01 −0.01

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04)
Business (supporting) −0.01 0.01 −0.03

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Government (opposed) 0.01 −0.02 −0.06

(0.02) (0.02) (0.04)
Government (supporting) −0.02 0.01 −0.01

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
Bill characteristics
Salient 0.09** 0.07** −0.03

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03)
Sponsor’s ideological 0.05** 0.04** 0.18**
extremity (0.01) (0.01) (0.04)
Constant 0.18** 0.13** 0.44**

(0.01) (0.01) (0.04)
Observations (votes) 18216 5920 1466
Bills 3380 1963 615
Absorbed indicators
Session 6 4 3
Vote type 2 3 3
Chamber 2 2 2
PAP major topics 21 21 19

Also, that relationship is stronger in committee votes in Colorado compared to floor votes.
Robust standard errors clustered by bill in parentheses
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01
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Gray et al. (2015) speculate that lawmakers may be requesting help from interest groups in pas-
sing legislation, which they label “reverse lobbying” (p. 183). Reverse lobbying is in line with the
subsidy model of lobbying, where legislators summon interest groups (Hall and Deardorff, 2006).
My theory section is more consistent with the informational model of lobbying, where groups are
proactive and affect the positions of legislators, and Table 3 shows that the association between
non-profit interest group lobbying and partisan difference was strongest in the circumstances
when informational lobbying has been found to be more effective: in a negative direction, and
earlier in the process. However, no one theory of lobbying can explain all legislator and lobbyist
interactions.

Therefore, to untangle the relationship between interest groups and partisan conflict, this sec-
tion uses aggregate data to look over multiple sessions within many states. Lobbying operations
tend to be “sticky” (Drutman, 2015), such that firms that hire a lobbyist tend to do more lobbying
in the future. If firms were attracted to partisanship, after partisan sessions we would expect to see
an effect on future lobbying operations over time. On the other hand, if the relationship between
interest groups and partisanship is consistent with the account described in my argument, their
continued presence should affect the partisanship of later sessions.

I use a Granger causality framework to test this relationship (Hood et al., 2008). It is built on
time-series cross-sectional data of the number of interest groups that register to lobby in all the
state legislatures,19 and the average party difference of passage votes on an annual basis in a
nationally representative sample of 30 states.20 Granger tests use the history of a variable to

Fig. 1. There is more agenda control in US Congress than in the states. In Colorado, the GAVEL policy leads to a much
higher share of bills receiving a passage vote.

19Holyoke (2019) provides estimates the interest group population in all 50 states disaggregated by group type, which can
be adapted to the classification used in this analysis.

20Replication data from Garlick (2017) shows the average party difference of 27 states using data from the OpenStates pro-
ject which can be added to aggregated estimates from the states being used in this analysis to provide a 30 state sample of
average party difference dating back to approximately 2009, and discusses the sample’s representation along a number of
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build a projection of its future values. A variable is said to “Granger cause” a second variable if
including it in the model improves that prediction. Table 4 reports the top-line findings of a
Granger causality test using the number of interest groups and the average party difference of
21 states from 2009 to 2014. It shows that the number of interest groups registered to lobby affects
the subsequent polarization of these chambers. However, the observed polarization has no impact
on subsequent interest group densities.21 In other words, lobbying can Granger cause partisan
difference, but not the inverse.

5.3. Bill content

LaPira and Thomas (2017) note how “lobbying bandwagons” form on Congressional bills that are
more important or ticketed for final consideration. However, lobbyists have a hand in setting the
context of legislation, which affects its perceived importance. Therefore, this section attempts to
rule out that the content of bills is driving this relationship, and instead show that the context set
by the distribution of lobbyists in a state matters. To do so, I find nearly identical bills in two
states, and show that roll-call voting only relates to the actual lobbying taking place in that
state, and does not relate to the lobbying taking place on a matched bill in a separate state,
even though the bills are essentially the same.

For example, in Ohio’s 129th legislative session, the legislature considered HB 163 which was
meant to revise coal mining laws,22 and which was lobbied by a handful of non-profit groups and
businesses. There were three nearly unanimous roll-call votes on the bill, so the parties were not
divided. Meanwhile, Wisconsin’s 2013 SB 1 used much of the same legislative text to revise coal
mining laws. However, in Wisconsin the non-profit interest groups were extremely active on the
bill. The advocacy organization CleanWisconsin issued a press release before any votes took place
that said, “This mining bill jeopardizes the health of our families and our environment to support
the interests of wealthy, out-of-state mining executives.”23 In line with my predictions, the roll-
call votes were almost entirely on party lines.

This pair of bills demonstrates the ability of interest groups to change the context on a bill,
holding content near fixed. To find bills whose content can be held fixed, I utilize a database
of bills demonstrating text reuse, or substantial amounts of overlap in legislation, including iden-
tical passages, compiled by Burgess et al. (2016).24 In line with my expectations, I find that legis-
lator behavior is sensitive to the actual lobbying taking place on a bill, as demonstrated in Figure 2
by a positive bivariate relationship between non-profit lobbying and partisan difference. However,
legislator behavior has no relationship with the number of non-profit groups lobbying on the
matched bill in another state.

Table 5 reproduces the full model from Equation 2 with both actual and matched lobby-
ing. Also in line with my expectation, it shows that only actual non-profit lobbying associates
with partisan difference. There is no relationship between lobbying in the matched state and
partisan voting on the paired bills. Unfortunately, there are only 212 votes on 45 dyads of
paired bills with identical passages in these sessions. Altogether, these results imply that
the context of legislation created by interest groups, and not just its content, affects legislator
behavior.

dimensions. The 30 states in the sample are AK, AL, CA, CO, HI, IA, ID, IN, LA, MD, ME, MI, MN, MO, MS, MT, ND, NJ,
NM, NY, OH, OK, PA, RI, TN, TX, UT, VA, WA, and WI.

21The equations and full results are in Table 9 in the online Appendix.
22See the bill, http://archives.legislature.state.oh.us/bills.cfm?ID=129_HB_163.
23See their January 2013 press release: http://www.cleanwisconsin.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/AB1SB1_Mining_

Final-january2013.pdf.
24Table 7 in the online Appendix shows that the bill titles generally relate to similar topics, such as paired bills on oil and

gas energy regulation, or drug testing procedures. eighteen bill pair dyads that did not appear to have similar titles were
dropped and are shown in Table 10.
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5.4. Generalizability

This section examines if the relationship between non-profit interest group lobbying and party
difference scales to a higher unit of analysis. Figure 3 shows a positive relationship between
the average party difference of passage votes during a state legislative session, and the natural
log of the number of non-profit interest groups registered to lobby that year.25 This relationship
is consistent with Gray et al.’s (2015) findings for 2007. However, there is a negative such rela-
tionship between party difference and the number of business groups that are registered to lobby.
Overall, this aggregate look shows a robust relationship between non-profit interest group lobby-
ing activity and partisan polarization on roll-call voting, which helps to explain an uneven pattern
of partisan polarization in the state legislatures. It also shows that sample of states from the main
analysis are fairly typical cases.

In terms of ideological polarization, Table 8 in the online Appendix compares the number of
groups that register to lobby with the distance between party medians in each state legislature, as
measured for all 50 states from 2006 to 2014 by Shor and McCarty (2011) and updated in Shor

Table 4. Granger causality test: changes in the number of non-profit interest groups, businesses, and government groups
registered to lobby predict future changes in the average party difference of state legislative chambers, but not the inverse
relationship

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
DV N-P Party Diff. Gov. N-P Biz. Gov.
IV Biz. Party Diff.

F-stat 6.44 7.50 6.88 2.04 1.50 1.43
p-value (<) 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.15 0.25 0.26

Fig. 2. Actual non-profit lobbying has a positive association with party difference on passage votes, but not lobbying from
non-profits in the matched state. There are 45 actual bills matched up in five state dyads: for example, Colorado (actual)–
Ohio (matched), CO–OH, CO–WI, WI–OH, WI–CO, and OH–WI.

25See online Appendix B for details on data collection and descriptive statistics from Holyoke (2019) and Garlick (2017).
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and McCarty (2015). It finds a similar pattern: in the presence of more non-profit interest group
lobbying there is a greater difference between the parties.

In Congress, both expenditures on lobbying and party polarization have dramatically increased
over the period 1999–2013.26 There is a positive relationship between the total amount of expen-
ditures on lobbying and the average party difference of floor votes (r = 0.46, n = 8), and this rela-
tionship is even stronger in terms of ideological polarization in the US House (r = 0.70, n = 8), or
US Senate (r = 0.71, n = 8).27

6. Discussion
Thousands of lobbyists roam the halls of Capitol Hill and the state capitals with different goals
and objectives. This study highlights the behavior of lobbyists representing non-profit interest
groups, like trade associations and citizen-based advocacy organizations, which primarily partner
with one party to pursue their policy goals. It argues that when more of these interest groups
lobby on a bill, it will polarize the roll-call record by party.

Bill-level lobbying disclosure reports from Congress, and the Colorado, Ohio, and Wisconsin
state legislatures indicate that there is more party difference—where the parties are united but

Table 5. Only lobbying in the actual state is associated with party difference the actual state

Dependent variable: Party difference

(1) (2) (3)
Actual lobbying Lobbying on matched bill Both

Number of lobbying groups (log)
Non-profits 0.15 0.18*

(0.08) (0.07)
(Matched) Non-profits −0.05 −0.08

(0.05) (0.04)
Business −0.03 −0.04

(0.05) (0.04)
(Matched) Business −0.04 −0.03

(0.05) (0.04)
Government −0.12 −0.19*

(0.08) (0.08)
(Matched) Government 0.04 0.07

(0.06) (0.05)
Actual bill characteristics
Salient 0.07 0.07 0.00

(0.10) (0.09) (0.08)
Sponsor’s ideological 0.01 0.06 0.02
extremity (0.05) (0.04) (0.05)
Constant 0.18 0.36** 0.33

(0.18) (0.07) (0.18)
Observations (votes) 212 212 212
No. of actual bills 45 45 45
Absorbed degrees of freedom
Actual vote types 3 3 3
State dyads 5 5 5
Actual year 4 4 4

There is no relationship between the lobbying on a matched bill in another state and party difference in the actual state.
Standard errors (clustered by actual bills) in parentheses
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

26In 2012 dollars, expenditures went from about $5 billion in the 106th Congress to over $10 billion in the 110th Congress,
according to data from the Center for Responsive Politics.

27As measured by DW-NOMINATE’s distance in party medians (Poole and Rosenthal, 2000). See online Appendix B for
more details.
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opposed to one another—on bills lobbied by more non-profit interest groups. The size of the
effect is meaningful. Increasing the number of non-profits lobbying on a bill within a policy
area in a Colorado legislative session by one standard deviation (about 2.5 groups, see
Mummolo and Peterson (2018)) is like the difference between an average vote on a transportation
bill (P̂D = 0.22) and a criminal justice bill (P̂D = 0.26), a more controversial segment of the
agenda. This relationship generalizes to the chamber level, as state legislative sessions with
more non-profit lobbyists tend to have more party difference. Also, an explosion in expenditures
on Congressional lobbying since 1998 tracks a dramatic increase in partisan polarization over that
time.

Previous literature has not found lobbying to have a polarizing effect on legislator behavior
(Ansolabehere et al., 2002; Baumgartner et al., 2009; Grossmann and Dominguez, 2009).
However, disaggregating the interest group community by type can reconcile these results with
that finding. The majority of lobbying, which comes from businesses, results in no additional par-
tisan voting, nor does public sector lobbying. Baumgartner et al. (2009) note how interest groups
can make odd personal connections to mitigate rampant partisanship (p. 109). But when it comes
to the non-profit community, it appears that the weight of the lobbying community is pulling
legislators to their party lines. Therefore, these results should caution legislative scholars from
using the amount of lobbying as a single variable in the context of partisan activity.

The state-level data allow me to rule out a number of factors that could confound this relation-
ship in Congress. For example, party leaders in Congress, Ohio, and Wisconsin exert strong con-
trol over the legislative calendar, which can bias the roll-call record in a partisan direction.
However, in Colorado, party leaders’ “non-reporting rights” are severely limited. Despite this
key difference, the links between non-profit lobbying and partisan difference are similar across
these different contexts. I use detailed lobbying reports from Colorado and Wisconsin to show
the mechanisms underlying this relationship, finding the effect of non-profit lobbying on partisan

Fig. 3. There is a positive relationship between non-profit lobbying and average party difference in a state legislative
chamber: 2009–2014. There is a negative such relationship for business lobbying. The filled markers are the states in
the sample used in the main analysis (CO, OH, and WI).
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voting to be highest early at the committee stage and when interest groups are lobbying to block
to a bill.

To show the robustness of the relationship between lobbying and partisan polarization, I look
over multiple years to show that changes in the interest group community lead to changes in the
partisanship of later sessions, but the opposite pattern does not exist. This indicates that interest
group lobbying leads to more polarization over time, and is not just attracted to partisan conflict.
Also, I show that legislators respond to the context of legislation created by interest group lobby-
ing, and not just the content of legislation. I use a database of bills in different states with identical
text passages, and find that legislators in the actual state only respond to the actual lobbying in
their state and there is no relationship between partisan voting and lobbying in the other state.

This study calls for attention to the ways in which citizen-based advocacy organizations, which
have dramatically increased their presence in Washington since the 1970s (Berry, 1999) affect
legislator behavior. For example, the results suggest that interest groups discipline legislators in
the early legislative stages, presumably using their influence in primary elections as leverage,
such as in 2015 when Rep. Renee Ellmers (R-NC) withdrew her co-sponsorship of the Pain
Capable Unborn Child Protection Act, an anti-abortion bill. This drew the ire of the National
Right to Life Committee, which had supported Ellmers since her first run in 2010. Even though
Ellmers quickly changed her position and voted for passage of the bill, the NRLC endorsed her
primary opponent the next year and stated, “There is no member of Congress in recent memory
who has done greater harm to a major piece of pro-life legislation, while claiming to be pro-life,
than Renee Ellmers.”28 Ellmers lost that primary.

In this way, this study also helps build our understanding of the role of interest groups in pol-
itical parties. The UCLA School of party politics sees parties in the United States as coalitions of
interest groups “seeking to capture and use government for their particular goals” (Bawn et al.,
2012); but it has been criticized for its lack of specificity on how this coalition interacts with
elected officials (McCarty and Schickler, 2018). These results suggest that interest group lobbyists
provide an important link between the party network and incumbent legislators. Many arcane
legislative procedures help members hide their positions, and lobbyists can allow groups to moni-
tor legislators and signal how certain pieces of legislation are important to the groups, and by
extension, the party coalition, which pulls legislators to the party line.

The partisanship of business associations and industry groups, which are coded as non-profits
in this study, also deserves reconsideration. Depending on how ideal points are estimated, this
population either appear to be more centrist (Bonica, 2013) or ideologically extreme (Thieme,
2020) than most lawmakers. But my results suggest that when it comes to their behavior behind
closed doors in the context of lobbying, partisan extremity is more likely to be the norm for this
segment of the population. This development was accelerated when Tom DeLay (R-TX) became
US House Majority Leader in 1995, and declared a new set of rules for any interest group that
wanted its lobbyist to see him. “You need to hire a Republican,” he said, “We don’t like to
deal with those who want to see the end of our revolution” (Maraniss and Weisskopf, 1996,
117). DeLay later formalized this practice with the K Street Project, to encourage lobbying
firms to hire former Republican staffers (Continetti, 2006).

These results have implications for representation. Lobbyists serve as an essential link between
citizens and public officials. Broockman and Skovron (2018) found that state legislators are
notoriously poor at estimating the opinion of their constituents on policy issues.
Hertel-Fernandez et al. (2019) found that Congressional staff are also poor at estimating the opin-
ion of constituents, and staffers that deal with interest group lobbyists more are biased by that
information. This suggests that in their role as the link between citizens and elected officials,
interest group lobbyists are biasing the process in a partisan direction. So although interest

28See Haberkorn, Jennifer (2016) “Anti-abortion groups run from Ellmers” Politico Magazine, 28 March www.politico.
com/story/2016/03/renee-ellmers-anti-abortion-groups-221296. Accessed 3 March, 2018.
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group lobbyists do stand in to make the public’s voice heard in Congressional and state legislative
debate, that voice has a partisan accent.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2021.5.
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