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Coalition Portfolios in Interest Group Politics

Michael T. Heaney, University of Michigan

Collaborating in coalitions is one of the principal ways that
interest groups work to advance their policy agendas.
Coalitions allow interest groups to pool resources, gain access to
sensitive and timely information, and signal support for their
positions to policymakers. Some interest groups avoid joining
coalitions because of the ways that coalitions constrain groups’
autonomy and expose groups to risks from political mistakes
made by other actors. Nevertheless, most interest groups chose
to participate in one or more coalitions.

Political scientists have developed a variety of theories for
why and how interest groups work in a single coalition. They
have paid less attention to the fact that interest groups usually
participate simultaneously in multiple coalitions. Because
interest groups devote considerable resources to working in
coalitions, it is important to examine how interest groups select
and juggle multiple memberships. Do coalition memberships
interact with each other in significant ways? Do the conflicting
imperatives of multiple coalitions impose costs on interest
groups? Or do interest groups find ways to synergize their
overlapping affiliations?

The Concept of the Coalition Portfolio

In an article to appear in the October 2013 issue of the
journal Interest Groups & Advocacy (open access at
http://www.palgrave-
journals.com/iga/journal/v2/n3/index.html), Geoffrey M. Lorenz
and I use the concept of the “coalition portfolio” in an effort to
understand interest groups’ participation in multiple coalitions.
We define a coalition portfolio as “the set of all coalitions within
a given area of public policy in which an interest group
participates at a particular point in time.” The portfolio concept
allows for the possibility that interest groups relate to coalitions
differently depending on the area of public policy in question, as
well the possibility that portfolios change over time.

We can assess interest groups’ overall coalition strategies by looking
inside their coalition portfolios, which have several dimensions. (1)
Breadth: In how many areas of public policy does a group construct a
portfolio? (2) Number of Coalitions: Within a particular policy area,
how many coalitions does a group belong to? (3) Coalition Size: Are

the coalitions large or small? (4) Tactics: What tactics do the
coalitions use? (5) Transparency: Are the coalitions public and
visible, or are they private and secretive? (6) Ideology: What are the
ideologies of the members of the coalitions? (7) Issues: What are the
widths of the issue niches of the members of the coalitions? (8)
Overlap: To what extent do the coalition memberships overlap with
one another? These dimensions suggest that groups may construct
vastly different portfolios of coalitions. For example, one group may
choose to join coalitions only within a single area of policy and focus
entirely on participating in grassroots coalitions with their ideological
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allies. Another group may diversify its portfolio with respect to
tactics, joining one coalition with a grassroots emphasis, one
coalition that lobbies Congress, and one coalition that follows a
long-term legal strategy in the appellate courts. In fact, there are
thousands of possible ways for a group to constitute its
portfolios, depending on the choices it makes across these eight
dimensions.

Invoking the concept of a coalition portfolio implies that
there is the potential for consequential interactions between the
different coalitions of which an interest group is a member. If
there were no such interactions, then the portfolio concept would
be of little value; it would be sufficient instead to look at each
coalition separately. However, if there are consequential
interactions between coalitions, then these interactions should
affect the choices that groups make about which coalitions to
join and how much effort to devote to them, as well as the ability
of an interest group to influence the policy process.

Interactions between different coalitions in the same
portfolio may occur for a number of reasons. First, interest
groups have limited staff and other resources to use when
participating in coalitions. If a group joins one coalition, that
may reduce the time and energy that it devotes to other
coalitional endeavors. Second, different coalitions may take
conflicting positions on the same issue, which may make it
problematic for a group to participate within both coalitions.
Third, intersecting memberships of groups and coalitions may
create either positive or negative network externalities. If an
interest group is a member of two coalitions, it may share
information obtained through its work in one coalition with
members of the other coalition. If two groups share membership
in two or more coalitions, then they may coordinate their
strategies across the coalitions. Any conflicts between the groups
within one coalition could also spill over into the work of the
other coalition. For these reasons, the way that an interest group
works in any one coalition in its portfolio is likely to affect the
way that it works in other coalitions in its portfolio.

Coalition Portfolios and the Medicare Modernization Act

In order to assess whether or not interactions between
coalitions make a difference for groups, Lorenz and | examined
the participation of 115 interest groups in the debate over the
enactment of the Medicare Modernization Act (MMA) in 2003
and its implementation in 2004-2006. Drawing on personal
interviews with representatives of 102 interest groups, we
collected information on groups’ influence reputations and
coalition memberships, as well as control variables for
communication networks, lobbying capacity, partisanship,
organizational age, and organizational type. We focused on how
overlapping memberships of groups in coalitions affect how
central a group is in the overall organizational network. High
levels of network centrality mean that the group has constructed
a portfolio in which it tends to be in coalitions with groups that
are not otherwise in coalition with one another. Central groups
are well positioned to act as brokers in the network since they
are situated between groups that would otherwise have difficulty
connecting with one another. A position of brokerage is valuable
both because it provides advantages in obtaining timely,
sensitive information, and because it signals to key observers
that the group has been able to find common ground in a
complex network environment.

The results of our analysis show that the ability of groups to
obtain central positions in the overall network of coalitions is a
positive, significant predictor of the group’s reputation for
exerting influence over the policy process. Centrality in coalition
networks predicts a group’s reputed influence level, other things
equal. Changes in centrality predict changes in that reputation
from enactment to implementation, holding other variables
constant. We find that groups’ influence reputations do not vary
with the number or size of the coalitions of which they are a
member.

The ability of interest groups to obtain central positions in
the network of coalitions does not depend only on the coalitions
that are in their own portfolios. Rather, it also depends on the
portfolios of all other groups in the network. We find, for
example, that as the policy debate over Medicare moved from
enactment to implementation, the coalition network became
denser and less factionalized. Among other things, this change
meant that groups that benefitted from being able to broker
across factions during the enactment period (such as Families
USA) were less able to leverage this advantage during the
implementation period.

The findings of our research constitute strong evidence that
there are consequential interactions between coalitions in an
interest group’s portfolio. Analyses of interest group coalitions
that look at how groups work within a single coalition — but that
do not consider interactions with other coalitions — are
potentially neglecting important forces that shape coalition
politics. At the same time, our study only scratches the surface in
exposing the nature of interactions among coalitions. We
examine interaction on one dimension (overlapping coalition
memberships) and consider the effects of one interest group
outcome (influence reputation), but leave a large number of
other questions unexplored.

Directions for Future Research

Future research on coalition portfolios might fruitfully
explore three sets of questions. First, what are the factors that
influence how interest groups construct their coalition
portfolios? Second, what explains variations in how interest
groups allocate effort across the coalitions in their portfolios?
Third, which dimensions of coalition portfolios matter the most
for interest group outcomes in the policy process.

A first direction for research would be to investigate how
interest groups think about and construct their coalition
portfolios. The potential for conflicting issue positions is perhaps
the most obvious type of interaction which may affect groups’
decisions. It may be easy for groups to avoid joining coalitions
that are on opposite sides of a major issue, but other situations
may be less clear cut. Imagine that a group is interested in
joining two different coalitions that work on a mostly separate
set of environmental issues, but which take somewhat different
positions on the topic of climate change. Does the interest group
choose between the two coalitions based on the conflict over the
one issue? If it takes this approach, then it loses out on the
opportunity to work with the other coalition on a series of other
environmental issues. Instead, the interest group could join both
coalitions and try to persuade one or both of the coalitions to
modify their positions on the climate change debate. Doing so,
however, may create tension with its coalition partners, which
may not be very flexible in their positions on this issue. Or, the



group could join both coalitions and simply ignore the conflict
over this one issue. How interest groups deal with these conflicts
almost certainly varies from group to group and from coalition
to coalition. Yet, this conflict illustrates the precarious situation
that groups may find themselves in when participating in
multiple coalitions.

A second direction for research would be to probe how
interest groups manage and allocate effort across their coalition
portfolios. Within any particular coalition, a group may be a key
player, a specialist, or a member in name only. These roles
involve different amounts of time and energy on the part of the
group’s staff members. If a group plays a key leadership role in
one coalition, it may have less time available for involvement in
other coalitions. A group may choose to balance its involvement
in smaller, action-oriented coalitions that require intensive
participation with involvement in larger, information-oriented
coalitions that require less of the group’s attention. How do
groups decide which coalitions should receive more of their
involvement? Does this decision depend mostly on the issue in
question? Do partisan considerations weigh in? If groups believe
that involvement in some types of coalitions pay off more than
others, how do they make these determinations?

A third direction for research would be to consider
variations in how the dimensions of coalition portfolios
influence the ability of groups to get what they want from the
policy process. Lorenz and | show that the overlapping
membership of coalitions creates a politically relevant network
structure. What are the effects of other kinds of variation in
coalition portfolios? For example, are coalition portfolios more
valuable to groups when they are ideologically diverse or
ideologically homogenous? Are there observable benefits to
having a portfolio with tactically diverse coalitions? Or, do
variations in the types of coalition memberships create confusion
about the group’s identity for its attentive audiences.

The study of coalition portfolios is likely to follow many
fruitful directions, in addition to the ones that are suggested in
this essay. Further research in this area promises to offer insight
into how the participation of interest groups in multiple
coalitions shapes the nature of coalition politics.
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Samuel J. Eldersveld Career Achievement Award

This award is to honor a scholar whose lifetime professional

work has made an outstanding contribution to the field.

Chair:  Walter J. Stone, University of California, Davis
Barbara Sinclair, University of California, Los Angeles
Russell J. Dalton, University of California, Irvine

Winner: Gary W. Cox, Stanford University

This year’s Eldersveld Award committee composed of Russ
Dalton, Barbara Sinclair and Walt Stone (chair) is pleased to
award the Samuel Eldersveld Career Achievement Award for
2013 to Gary W. Cox, William Bennett Munro Professor of
Political Science at Stanford University. Gary Cox is an
outstanding scholar known for his clear and incisive thought and

his remarkable ability to make significant headway in our
understanding of the biggest questions motivating the discipline.
He has pioneered the theoretical and empirical understanding of
the nexus between governmental institutions and political parties
in representative democracies. His work has redefined the study
of parties in American and Comparative politics by opening new
theoretical frontiers and by bringing to bear systematic empirical
analysis on questions fundamental to our understanding of party
politics. Like Sam Eldersveld himself, his interests span
traditional subfields to frame new questions and advance our
understanding of enduring issues in representative governance.

In two seminal books on Congress coauthored with Mathew
D. McCubbins, Professor Cox developed and extended his cartel
theory of congressional parties. In the Legislative Leviathan
(1993) followed by Setting the Agenda (2005), he and
McCubbins confronted the scholarly conventional wisdom of the
day that parties lurked in the background of Congressional
politics, playing a distinctly secondary role. Their theory and
evidence forced scholars to recognize the importance of the
majority party in the House, and to re-think how the committee
system was organized to promote majority-party interests. In
addition to literatures on parties and the institutional makeup of
Congress, their work stimulated a wave of research on party
branding and the electoral effects of parties in legislative
elections, anticipating the polarization in American party politics
and the scholarship that arose to comprehend it.

Gary Cox is among the most significant political scientists
ever to work in the area of comparative institutions. He has
published scores of articles on comparative legislative and
electoral politics, but his most significant comparative work
appears in the seminal Making Votes Count: Strategic
Coordination in the World?s Electoral Systems (1997). The book
broke new ground in the areas of comparative institutions and
strategic electoral behavior by combining micro-level analysis of
the effects of electoral rules on the motivations and
consequences of individual choices with a focus on the
relationship between institutions and aggregate outcomes such as
the number of parties. In his first book, The Efficient Secret: The
Cabinet and the Development of Political Parties in Victorian
England (1987), Cox demonstrated how 19th century British
parliamentarians overcame collective-action problems whereby
individual politicians emphasized their own personal electoral
needs to develop party-centered cabinet government.

Professor Cox has a long list of awards recognizing his
accomplishments, including memberships in the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences and the National Academy of
Sciences, Guggenheim Fellow, the Woodrow Wilson
Foundation Award, the Fenno Prize, the Epstein Book Award,
and many others. To this impressive list, we are proud to add the
Samuel Eldersveld Career Achievement Award for his
contributions to the study of parties and organizations.

Leon D. Epstein Outstanding Book Award
This award honors a book published in the last two calendar
years that makes an outstanding contribution to research and
scholarship on political organizations and parties.
Chair:  Lynda Powell, University of Rochester

Sona Golder, Pennsylvania State University

Martin Cohen, James Mason University



Winner: Vineeta Yadav, Pennsylvania State University
Political Parties, Business Groups and Corruption in
Developing Countries. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2011.

Yadav asks why some developing democratic countries
have more legislative corruption than others. There is broad
agreement on the negative consequences of corruption and on
the critical importance of reducing it. Yadav’s work examines
the institutional roots of corruption. She argues that, “legislative
institutions, which shape the policy process, play a crucial and
neglected role in the corruption drama by shaping the lobbying
strategies employed by money-rich business interests.”

She posits that legislative rules that give parties strong
control over agenda setting, the amendment process and member
sanctions create incentives for interest groups, primarily
business interests in these developing countries, to lobby and
fund parties rather than individual legislators. She argues,
against conventional wisdom, that strong legislative parties
engender more corruption than weak ones.

She tests the hypotheses she develops with both large-
country level analysis and detailed case studies in India (a strong
party legislature) and Brazil (a weak party legislature). She
created a data set on legislative rules for 64 developing
democracies over twenty years and combined these data with
cross-country corruption data gathered by others. That allowed
her to test her macro-level hypotheses linking the legislative
rules related to strong and weak party systems to corruption for a
large sample of countries. She used the case studies, which are
particularly impressive, to test the micro-level mechanisms
responsible for these linkages. She surveyed business interest
groups in both countries, conducted a large number of open-
ended interviews with elite actors and described legislative bill
histories. Her analyses of all these data support both her micro
and macro level hypotheses and affirm her argument that strong
legislative parties promote higher levels of legislative
corruption.

Altogether, Yadav’s book is theoretically rich and
analytically strong. It provides a wealth of new insights. It is a
worthy recipient of the Leon Epstein Award, and will influence
how scholars study the effects of institution on corruption in the
future. It is a book that will have longstanding value to scholars,
and will be of great interest to the non-academic community that
cares about these issues as well.

Jack L. Walker, Jr. Outstanding Article Award
This award honors an article published in the last two calendar
years that makes an outstanding contribution to research and
scholarship on political organizations and parties.
Chair:  David Kimball, University of Missouri, St. Louis
Lawrence Ezro, University of Essex
Marco Steenbergen, University of Zurich

Winner: Kathleen Bawn, UCLA and Zeynep Somer-Topcu,
Vanderbilt University.

Kathleen Bawn and Zeynep Somer-Topcu. 2012.
“Government versus Opposition at the Polls: How

Governing Status Changes the Impact of Policy Positions.”
American Journal of Political Science 56(2):433-446.

The committee’s choice for the Jack Walker Outstanding
Article Award is “Government Versus Opposition at the Polls:
How Governing Status Changes the Impact of Policy Positions,”
by Kathleen Bawn and Zeynep Somer-Topcu. The theory of this
study is that voters witness governing parties moderating or
compromising on their pre-election policy goals once in office.
Thus, voters are more likely to discount extreme policy positions
advocated by the government during campaigns. While
opposition parties should attract more votes by offering
moderate positions, the governing party should attract more
votes by taking more extreme positions. For governing parties,
this theory turns the Downsian model of party competition on its
head. Nevertheless, the authors provide evidence from five
countries to support their theory. The article provides an original
and nuanced theory that challenges conventional wisdom; it
subjects the theory to careful empirical testing, and the ideas are
likely to be tested in other settings. Finally, the findings in this
study have implications for parties’ election strategies, for policy
representation, and for victorious parties’ election mandates.

Emerging Scholar Award
This honor is awarded to a scholar who has received his or her
Ph.D. within the last five years and whose career to date
demonstrates unusual promise.
Chair:  Barry Burden, University of Wisconsin, Madison

Beth L. Leech, Rutgers University

Howard G. Lavine, University of Minnesota

Winner: Zeynep Somer-Topcu, Vanderbilt University

Winner: Timothy Werner, University of Texas

Zeynep Somer-Topcu

Zeynep Somer-Topcu earned her Ph.D. in 2009 at the
University of California-Davis. She is an assistant professor in
the Department of Political Science at Vanderbilt University.

Somer-Topcu is one of the leading young scholars of
comparative political parties. Her work — which has already
appeared in top journals including the American Journal of
Political Science, Journal of Politics, British Journal of Political
Science — illuminates essential questions about the policy
positions that parties adopt. Focusing on multiparty systems in
Western Europe, she inventively combines data on party
platforms with surveys of voters to study how voters respond to
party messages.

This research produces findings that both confirm and
challenge conventional wisdom. In line with standard spatial
models, she and her coauthors find that losing parties do in fact
moderate their positions by moving in the direction of the
winning parties. Moreover, parties update their platforms more
when their vote shares decline. And these shifts pay off, but not
until the next election when their vote shares increase in
response to their updated positions.

At the same time, party positioning appears not to have
much impact on the public. European voters do not shift their
positions or their party preferences in response to changes in



parties’ policy statements. Voters do, however, shift their
positions in response to perceptions of where parties stand. In
pointing to both the sensible and surprising dynamics between
parties and voters, Somer-Topcu makes valuable contributions to
our understanding of electoral democracy in multiparty systems.

Timothy Werner

Timothy Werner earned his Ph.D. in 2009 at the University
of Wisconsin-Madison. He is an assistant professor in the
McCombs School of Business at the University of Texas.

Werner is an expert in the interaction between business and
politics as well as party politics, campaign finance, and other
topics. He has published in the Journal of Politics, American
Politics Research, and elsewhere on these topics. Some of his
most intriguing recent work examines how business interests and
markets responded (or rather, decided not to respond) to the
Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision. This work is
indicative of the creative approach Werner takes to examining
the interaction of the private and public sectors.

Werner’s most significant contribution is his book, Public
Forces and Private Politics in American Big Business, which
was published by Cambridge University Press in 2012. The book
is utterly original and important. It demonstrates that political
change in large corporations often has private rather than public
origins. Werner examines three cases — the environment, gay
rights, and executive compensation — using interviews and
statistical analysis to show how a firm’s employees are
frequently responsible for changes in private politics and
corporate social responsibility. These internal forces may work
independently of government, in conjunction with government
action, or to prevent government intervention. Werner’s work
demonstrates that firms are indeed political actors who seek to
minimize uncertainty and pursue self-interest. Werner’s book is
sure to become an important milestone in the study of business
interests in politics.
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‘Why Do Voters Support Ethnic Parties? The Determinants of
the Ethnic Vote in Ecuador.” Karleen West, West Virginia
University.

‘An Interest Groups and Partisan Politics Model for Renewable
Energies.” Xun Cao.
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Georgetown University.
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