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Hearing from the Usual Suspects:

Public Advocacy in Congressional Testimony

Abstract
Who speaks for the public in Congressional deliberations? Some organizations are repeatedly called upon to represent public concerns in committee hearings. They have become taken-for-granted by policymakers as legitimate representatives of public constituencies and informed position advocates in policy debates. New data on the population of more than 1,600 advocacy organizations in Washington demonstrates that an organization’s age, political staff size, issue agenda size, think tank identification, and public membership help determine its level of testimony. Alternative explanations fail to explain the patterns of testimony. Attempts to buy access through Political Action Committees (PACs) and external lobbyists have no effect on who testifies. The similarity of an organization’s ideological perspective or issue agenda with that of Congress also has no effect on involvement in testimony. Elite interviews clarify how organizational attributes lead to implicit reputations that matter more than ideological agreement, issue attention, or attempts to buy access.

Democratic norms suggest that legislators should incorporate public views in the policymaking process and deliberate among diverse and informed public viewpoints. Given the impossibility of hearing from every citizen or listening to every perspective, policymakers have to choose who can speak for public interest perspectives and who can represent public constituencies in the legislative process. This raises important questions for democratic politics: who gets to voice public concerns in policymaking and why are they empowered to serve this role?
In the U.S. Congress, committee hearings provide the formal opportunity to listen to an open exchange of public views on policy issues and to incorporate expertise from multiple perspectives into policymaking. Yet there are always more self-styled policy experts and public advocates than slots available for testimony. Finding out who gets to testify presents an opportunity to investigate which organized leaders are empowered to speak for the public in policymaking. 

Congress certainly has plenty of selection. A vast community of more than 1,600 advocacy organizations that claim to speak for the public interest or to represent public subpopulations has taken up residence in Washington, in part to be available to Congress. Of course, advocacy organizations are not the only participants in Congressional hearings. Government officials and corporations are also commonly involved; yet their participation typically follows from their role in policy implementation, whether as an administrator, a contractor, or a regulated entity. Advocacy organizations, in contrast, are asked to speak on behalf of large public groups and widely held issue positions. Yet only a small subset of these organizations regularly participates in testimony. How is the large community of public advocates winnowed to a few major players? 

In identifying the process that leads some organizational voices to be heard over others, the goal is to not only to uncover the specific factors that influence participation in Congressional hearings, but also to suggest some general determinants of advocacy group success in the crowded Washington community. Almost every group seeks to testify before Congress (see Schlozman and Tierney 1986) and testimony is among the best observable indicators of whether an organization has caught the attention of Congress (see Berry 1999; Salisbury 1984). 

Existing explanations of how organizations gain attention from Congress assume that the process is similar for corporate interests and public advocates. Some scholars have found that interest organizations buy their access to Congressional committees by establishing PACs and hiring lobbyists (e.g. Leyden 1995). If this applies to advocacy groups, Congressional pretense to hear from public advocates amounts to a sale of their attention to the highest bidder. Interested parties need only pay more to gain more attention. Alternatively, some scholars claim that the explanation for organizational participation lies in the demand side: the relative participation of interest groups follows directly from the desires of Congress to address particular issue areas from their own ideological perspective (see Leech et al. 2005). The success of advocates, in this view, is dependent on addressing the right issue from the right perspective at the right time. If this applies to advocacy organizations, public advocates appear in Congress only to reinforce the agenda and viewpoint that Congress dictates. 

The alternative explanation proposed here relies on the unique role of advocacy organizations as stand-ins for public views and perspectives. Congressional committees empower a small universe of groups to represent many different public constituencies and viewpoints. Policymakers select these organizations based on the way their characteristics match the roles they claim to play in representing public constituencies and articulating public policy views. A small subset of the largest, oldest, broadest, and most member-supported advocacy groups has become institutionalized in these roles; they have a much louder voice in Congressional deliberations.

Congressional Involvement and Organizational Success
Case studies of the policy process in specific issue areas indicate that advocacy organizations often play a central role in defining options and influencing decisions (see Melnick 1994; Skrentny 2002). Long-term analysis of policy debates (e.g. Baumgartner and Jones 1993) and step-by-step coverage of Congressional attention to issue areas (e.g. Berry 1999) find that advocacy groups often direct the public policy agenda. In their meta-analysis of research on the influence of political organizations in sociology and political science, Burstein and Linton (2002) demonstrate that advocacy groups are often found to have a substantial impact on policy outcomes. 

Despite the evidence that advocacy organizations can influence policy, we do not know which organizations succeed or why many fail. In a review of the field, Baumgartner and Leech (1998) argue that extant research does not include studies of interest group influence that generalize across a large range of cases and contexts. Most of our knowledge is based on two problematic sources: asking organizations themselves about how they succeed or relying on post-hoc explanations of the determinants of particular policy enactments. 

In focusing on policy influence, scholarship has neglected an important intermediary step in the process of organizing political interests to affect policy outcomes. Many advocacy organizations survive but few become prominent players in Congressional policymaking. Regular involvement of organizations in Congress is an intermediary step in influencing policy that is indicative of organizational success. Involvement is not equivalent to “access,” the notion that doors remain open to organizational representatives. Instead, involvement provides evidence that Congress is proactively calling on an organization to present its views and willing to listen. Yet measuring policymaking involvement across a broad range of organizations does not require making slippery judgments about the relative impact of interest organizations in determining policy outcomes. 

Committee hearing testimony is an important measure of organizational involvement in Congressional policymaking. In analyses of particular issue domains, measures of organizational participation in hearings are common (see Hays 2001; Laumann and Knoke 1987; Berry 1999; Salisbury 1984). Yet no one has collected general measures of the level of involvement across many different types of advocacy organizations. 

Hearing participation does not offer direct evidence of influence but it does offer an underlying indicator of the capacity for influence. One former hill staffer, who is now an official at a prominent advocacy organization, told me why testimony is a good indicator of involvement:

“I would say [that testimony] is a measure of involvement. It is objective criteria… It is a way of validating, even your opposition. It is not [directly influential] but two of the things that cause you to be invited to testify [also] cause influence: the committee staff have respect for [the organization]. That helps your case, you have credibility. [Second,] they are aware of your work. If your name does not come to mind for a hearing, it is not likely to come to mind when they are considering legislation.”
 
Undoubtedly, not every influential exchange between policymakers and advocacy organizations takes place in the public record. Yet advocacy groups that are not involved in open policymaking venues, such as those that never testify, are unlikely to influence government action. When policymakers officially and repeatedly solicit the views of some advocates and ignore others, they signal which interests they seek to appease and which organized leaders they believe represent those interests.

Buying Access?
The most common explanation for Congressional hearing participation is that money talks above all else, enabling some organizations to buy seats at hearing tables. Interest groups rely, the story goes, on campaign contributions from PACs or connections to highly-paid K-street lobbyists. Some scholarly evidence supports this view, though it is advanced primarily by popular commentators. Using one year of testimony by 163 organizations, Leyden (1995) finds that ties to PACs and lobbyists increase the level of an organization’s testimony. Leyden’s analysis uses the same dependent variable and some of the same explanatory variables as this study. Yet there are substantial problems with applying Leyden’s analysis here. First, he does not differentiate between advocacy groups and corporations and includes mostly corporate interests. Second, he omits important characteristics of organizations beyond their resources from his analysis. Third, Leyden uses standard ordinary least squares regressions that cannot account for the large number of groups that do not testify at all. 

Congressional Demand?
The other current explanation for hearing participation is that successful organizations are the objects of Congressional demand as a result of their issue agenda or their ideological perspective. According to this perspective, advocacy groups covering some issues and coming from some ideological perspectives may inherently have an easy time being heard. Prior research indicates that Congressional committees play an active role in empowering certain organizations to participate in their venues (see Shaiko 1998). In addition, Kollman (1997) finds that Congressional committees and their interest group support networks have similar ideological views. Conservative committees, in other words, call conservative witnesses. He acknowledges that this outcome may be a product of which interests mobilize in each issue area, however, rather than an outcome of a biased perspective held by the committee. 

The demand for advocacy groups by Congress could also mean that which organizations testify is a product of the attention that Congress pays to different issues. Sheingate (2006) argues that, as new issues arise on the agenda, proposals face different opportunities for advancement in Congress based on the pre-existing committee structure. Recent research also indicates that Congressional hearings generate demand for lobbying. Leech et al. (2005) find that attention to issue domains in hearings has a strong effect on group mobilization and lobbying. Yet they find little variation over time in which issues are most discussed and which sectors of interest groups are most active. It is thus difficult to determine from their data whether the issues that lobbying organizations promote structure the Congressional agenda or visa versa. 

An Alternative View: Becoming a Usual Suspect
The first lesson of understanding advocacy organization involvement is that everyone seems to find the list of participants in any given area rather obvious. Reporters, Congressional staff, and advocacy organization leaders commonly assert that the actively involved community in their area is readily apparent. In 20 interviews with these leaders in June 2006, this set of organizations was referred to as “the usual suspects,” “the primary stakeholders,” “the short list,” “the universe of groups,” and “the obvious players.” Yet this agreement on which organizations make the cut for inclusion may mask the underlying causes of how they reach this status. It is one problem to list who is at the table and quite another to understand why they were included and how they became the obvious participants in policymaking. 

It is not intuitively clear why any non-governmental organizations should be involved in policymaking. These unelected organizations have not been appointed by elected officials to carry out any tasks. They claim to represent the public interest or the interests of public groups; yet it is not a trivial problem to understand why advocacy organizations gain this status. Policymakers, after all, officially and legally represent a public constituency and work as public servants.

The framework offered by institutional perspectives in organizational theory offers an answer to this puzzle. Meyer and Rowan (1977) argue that particular organizational forms become the taken-for-granted means to achieve social goals. Organizations with structures that seem legitimate become institutionalized, serving as stable embodiments of social purposes. Outsiders typically behave as if they acknowledge some collective agreement on the function of these institutionalized organizations, whether or not they agree with their goals or believe them to be effective. Recent research in cognitive psychology confirms that individuals interact with organizations in response to schematic views about organizational roles; people accept implicit assumptions about an organization’s purpose that they never fully justify to themselves (see DiMaggio 1997). Organizations that match their structure with the social purposes that they claim to fulfill gain acceptance.

What are the social roles that legitimate behavior when advocacy organizations and policymakers interact? In representative democracies, the most legitimated goal of political actors is representation of public interests and ideas (see Friedland and Alford 1991). As Dahl finds, competition and compromise among political elites is justified by their presumed role in representation and public debate:

“because a democratic creed is widely subscribed to throughout the political stratum… overt relationships of influence between leaders and subleaders will often be clothed in the rituals and ceremonies of ‘democratic’ control, according to which the leaders are only the spokesmen or agents of the subleaders, who are ‘representatives’ of a broader constituency.” (Dahl 1961, 102).
For government officials, the process of legitimating activities through elections is direct and unproblematic. In contrast, advocacy groups must become recognized constituency representatives and participants in policy debates without an obvious path. 
Advocacy organizations are able to fill these legitimated roles because the policymaking process is justified by the presumption that it receives public input and considers alternative views. As Hertzke (1988) argues, Congress claims to incorporate many views from different constituencies: “[The] consensus-seeking Congressional process aims to accommodate simultaneously many conflicting interests and values.” Members and staff feel obliged to at least go through the motions of listening to a wide set of interests and ideas (see Fenno 1973). Yet policy deliberation among large populations requires group-based representation with some people speaking on behalf of large categories of others (see James 2004). All attempts to incorporate public perspectives into national policymaking will thus empower organized leaders acting as spokespersons (see Truman 1951). 


As a result, advocacy organizations seek to develop an identity as a representative of a social group or an advocate of a public issue perspective in national politics (see Heaney 2004). Through this process, advocacy organizations make their way onto the internal lists of obvious participants in the heads of policymakers. Government officials may never be consciously convinced that advocacy organizations should stand in for public stakeholders or widely-held policy positions. Yet policymakers behave as if they take these roles for granted because public representation and policy deliberation are the animating principles supposedly behind their work. 

Advocacy groups are engaged in two interrelated forms of institutionalization; they are attempting to become taken-for-granted representatives of a public constituency and taken-for-granted informed position advocates in policy debates. Determining whether an organizational attribute is likely to influence this dual institutionalization process requires asking two key questions. First, does the attribute help to align their structure with their role in policy deliberation or constituency representation? Second, does the attribute encourage outsiders to view the organization as a stable embodiment of its purposes? 
Two key attributes of advocacy organizations should help contribute to both institutionalization processes: an organization’s longevity and the scale of its national political operations. As previous research suggests (see Schlozman and Tierney 1986), organizations with a long tenure in Washington become better known as policymaking participants. They also develop capacity to act as informed participants in policy debates and to mobilize their constituencies. Longevity also indicates that insiders and outsiders perceive the organization as a stable actor with a coherent purpose. Previous research (see Schlozman and Tierney 1986; Walker 1991) also suggests that a large political staff in Washington enables organizations to establish a reputation with many policymakers and to become visible to stakeholders. Organizations of greater scale can inspire outsiders to take their function and their behavior for granted. 

The institutional perspective also suggests some unique predictions. Organizations will gain if they have formal connections to a public constituency. If an organization nurtures a large individual membership, they will be more likely to be assumed to be acting in a representative role. Yet some types of membership organizations are more likely to be seen as spokespersons for private interests without active political support. Organizations that arise to promote professional development should face a disadvantage in being seen as representatives of the political ideas of their supporters. Organizations with a larger public membership are likely to be more involved in testimony but advocates organized around their professional interests are likely to be less involved. 

A different set of factors may help organizations become institutionalized as informed position advocates in policy debates. The larger the scope of an organization’s political agenda, the more likely it will establish a presence in multiple areas of political discussion. Organizations that produce a large agenda of public policy goals are likely to come to the minds of policymakers more often. Formalized policy expertise is also likely to influence the institutionalization of organizations as participants in issue debates. Organizations that become identified as “think tanks” will be seen as proponents for policy positions that are well-versed in policy background (see Rich 2004). 

These expectations highlight different organizational features than those associated with other theories. First, if organizations buy access, they will gain from establishing PACs and hiring external lobbyists. Yet an organization that has outside firms working on its behalf, rather than internal political representatives, is unlikely to be seen as the site of public representation or the site of expertise for policy deliberation. An advocacy organization that plans to gain influence by providing financial contributions, rather than by representing public interests and participating in policy discussion, will not become institutionalized in any public role. 

Second, if organizations are the objects of Congressional demand, success will be determined by the fit of the organization’s issue agenda and ideological perspective with that of Congress. Yet if policymakers are reliant on the structure of the advocacy community to identify representatives of public stakeholders in political debates, advocacy group involvement will not reflect the internal biases of the Congressional leadership. If these advocates are institutionalized as participants in policymaking, they will be asked to participate regardless of whether their most important issues are at the top of the Congressional agenda. 

Data and Method

To assess alternate expectations, this study uses the population of more than 1,600 advocacy organizations that speak on behalf of social groups or public issue perspectives in national politics. The population includes all organizations with a presence in the Washington area that represent a section of the public broader than their own institution, staff, and membership. 
 This definition includes representatives of identity groups such as women’s organizations, representatives of occupational groups such as professional associations, and organizations that claim to represent public interest views on policy, such as environmental groups. The population combines the organized representation of ethnic, religious, and demographic groups with the organized representation of particular ideological or issue perspectives. Advocacy organizations were identified using the Washington Representatives directory and by checking for additional organizations in the Encyclopedia of Associations, The Capital Source, the Government Affairs Yellow Book, Public Interest Profiles, and the Washington Information Directory. The population includes all advocacy organizations; it is not intended to be a sample of all interest groups in Washington. Corporations, governments, and their associations represent a large portion of the interest group community but are not included in the analysis. Theory and previous research indicate that they are likely to be subject to different opportunities and constraints in their efforts to become successful in Washington.
 

The measure of involvement in Congressional policymaking used here is the number of times that each organization participated in committee hearings. The measure stems from a search for organizational names in the sections describing those who gave testimony from 1995-2004 in the database of Federal Document Clearing House Congressional Testimony maintained by Congressional Quarterly. The study also uses data on all of the variables identified above that are thought to influence testimony. Data on the age of an organization derive from founding dates on organizational websites or in reference texts descriptions. The number of internal political representatives on an organization’s Washington staff and the number of policy issues on which they lobby are taken from Washington Representatives. Internal political staff often lobby Congress but are not paid by lobbying firms and may not register as lobbyists under lobbying laws. The number of individual members reported on organizational websites or in reference texts serves as a measure of an organization’s formal ties to their public constituency.
 Identification of an organization as a think tank comes from Rich’s (2004) interview-based study. Variables for the number of external lobbyists an organization has hired and whether they have an associated PAC are taken from Washington Representatives. When any of these variables were unavailable from the sources listed, the information was supplemented with data from scholarly studies of specific interest group sectors (e.g. Hertzke 1988; Hofrenning 1995; Berry 1999; Shaiko 1999; Hays 2001) and Washington media reports.
 
To assess whether similarity with the Congressional agenda drives the success of certain advocacy organizations, one model reported below includes a variable to account for the total number of Congressional hearings held on the topics of interest to each organization. The measure of the similarity of an organization’s issue agenda to the opportunities available for testimony derives from data from the Policy Agendas Project.
 The project’s website categorizes issue areas based on the general policy domain that they fall into and records a count of the total number of hearings held from 1995-2004 in each area. Using a content analysis of organizational websites and reference text descriptions, organizations were categorized based on these categories to determine their major issue area.
 In a reliability analysis, categorizations among coders were consistent for more than 90% of the organizations. Based on the categorization, each organization was given a score for the number of hearings held on their topic area of interest. This variable cannot directly account for the number of hearings on which an organization might conceivably have testified but it does account for the degree to which Congress was considering issues on its agenda.

Based on the content analysis of websites and reference text descriptions, organizations were further categorized into 15 types corresponding to the type of social group or political perspective that they claim to represent. Organizations were divided into representatives of issue perspectives, occupational groups, or identity groups and categorized based on which type of perspective or group they represent.
 In the process, groups organized around issue perspectives were categorized as liberal, conservative, or non-ideological.
 Our categorizations were compared with those used by other scholars (e.g. Hertzke 1988; Hofrenning 1995; Berry 1999; Shaiko 1999; Hays 2001) and were consistent with those used by others for more than 90% of organizations. 
Because the dependent variable in the multivariate analysis is an integer count, maximum-likelihood count models were used to estimate the effects of each variable. Tests recommended by Long (1997) indicated that zero-inflated negative binomial models were the most appropriate count models for predicting involvement in testimony. This procedure is also the most sensible theoretically because different factors may influence whether organizations are involved at all in testimony and how much they are involved. The zero-inflated models assess both sets of factors. The procedure is similar to using a logit model to predict whether or not organizations will be involved at all and then using a count model to predict how often those that are involved will testify (see Long and Freese 2001). The results of the zero-inflated models include two coefficients for each independent variable; the binary coefficients correspond to the model predicting whether organizations will receive a count of at least one and the other coefficients correspond to the model predicting the number of times that an organization will testify. In the models reported here, positive coefficients indicate greater levels of involvement.

Generic problems with cross-sectional data collection and analysis may pose concerns for some readers. Over-time data are needed to pose additional tests for the mechanisms implied by the theory. Though there is a possibility of some feedback effects from policymaking involvement to organizational characteristics, this is not a serious concern for the analysis. Congressional committee hearing appearances are unlikely to directly or strongly affect an organization’s structure and purpose. Organizations are likely to become more involved in policymaking as they become institutionalized; the inclusion of organizational longevity in these models accounts for this process. These models represent the closest attempts at causal inference yet pursued in this research area. They meet the standards of conventional cross-sectional models in social science, such as those used in published work on committee testimony (e.g. Leyden 1995; Berry 1999; Rich 2004).  

The broad quantitative study offers the best tests of which attributes affect policymaking involvement. Yet interviews can illustrate the mechanisms implied by institutional theory, including the mental processes at work for policymakers and organizational leaders. The quotations referenced in this study derive from 20 anonymous interviews with Congressional committee staff and advocacy organization spokespersons. These 30-minute in-person or telephone interviews were conducted in the Washington area in June 2006. There was no previous personal or working relationship with any of the interviewees. They cannot be said to constitute a random sample of any population but there is no reason to believe that they are unrepresentative of the wider community of relevant individuals. Anonymity was requested by interviewees and ensured openness. Interviews can provide information to assess the plausibility of the mechanisms implied by the theory and to complement the quantitative analysis.

The Wide Scope and Skewed Distribution of Hearing Participation

The descriptive results are consistent with the theory. The level of hearing participation across organizations has a highly skewed distribution. For Congressional testimony appearances over the decade, the mean among all organizations was 4.6 appearances and the standard deviation was 13.1. The median organization testified only once over the decade. 747 advocacy organizations did not testify at all during the period. Yet five organizations testified at least 100 times, including the Heritage Foundation, the AARP, and the Center for Strategic and International Studies. The competition to become involved in Congress appears to be a “winner take all,” or at least a “winner take most,” contest. As expected, a small number of advocacy organizations have become institutionalized participants and dominate testimony appearances.


The advocacy organizations that testify regularly are the organizations that are most generally involved in Congressional policymaking. The number of times an organization testified, for example, is significantly and strongly correlated with the number of times that they were mentioned by any participant in hearings, whether or not the organization testified (r = .75). The involvement is also not limited to committees; the number of hearing appearances is significantly correlated with the number of times the organizations were mentioned in Congressional floor debate over the same decade (r = .69).
 Level of testimony is also an indicator of wider visibility in the Washington political debate. The number of testimony appearances is significantly correlated, for example, with the number of times than an organization was mentioned in the Washington print media that is directed at policymakers (r = .69).
 A small subset of advocacy organizations are much more involved in Congressional policymaking than others; the disparities show up in testimony, floor debate, and Washington media coverage. The distribution of Congressional involvement across organizations, however it is measured, is highly skewed.

Does the skewed distribution imply that only organizations speaking on behalf of one or two perspectives have their voices heard before Congressional committees? The answer is no. Table 1 illustrates the relationship between the proportion of organizations in different categories with any presence in Washington and the proportion of total Congressional testimony appearances taken up by each category of organizations. As expected, the distribution of advocacy organization involvement follows from the distribution of organizations with a Washington presence. Categories of social groups or issue perspectives associated with a large population of Washington organizations also are associated with a large share of testimony before Congressional committees. 
[Insert Table 1 about here]

Appearances before Congressional committees include a cross-section of the community, at least by organizational type. The main differences are that organizations representing identity groups and professional associations are underrepresented in comparison to their organizational population whereas unions and organizations representing a few types of issue perspectives are slightly overrepresented. The distribution does not seem to indicate ideological favoritism. Liberal single-issue groups account for 11.4% of all testimony appearances and conservative single-issue groups account for only 3.4%. Yet conservative ideological groups have a greater share of testimony (4.2%) than liberal ideological groups (2.2%). Environmental groups account for another 8.3% of testimony appearances. The mostly Republican-controlled Congress called on organizations representing liberal and conservative views to testify before its committees. 
A Herfindhal index measures the concentration of testimony across types of organizations. In this index, 0 indicates low levels of concentration and 1 indicates high levels of concentration in only a few sectors of advocates. Using an index for all of the 15 categories, the advocacy organization distribution has a score of .16. The distribution of testimony across these categories has a score of .12. Neither distribution across these categories is very concentrated. Based on this measure, Congress tends to amplify a similar diversity of organizational spokespersons as are present in Washington. Even though a small number of groups dominate testimony, a high diversity of types of groups gains a hearing before Congressional committees. As expected, a few groups representing each type of constituency become institutionalized spokespersons.
Predicting Testimony Appearances
Multivariate models allow more conclusions to be drawn about the attributes associated with organizational involvement in Congress. Table 1 presents the results of zero-inflated negative binomial regression models to predict testimony before Congress. There are two models; the second model includes a demand-side variable measuring congruence between the issues on the Congressional agenda and the issues of concern to the organization. Because not all organizations could be associated with a central area of concern on the Congressional agenda, the second model includes fewer organizations. There are two parts to each of these models: the binary portion predicts whether organizations will be involved at all in testimony and the count portion predicts how much they will be involved if they are involved. Representatives of non-ideological issue perspectives are the excluded type in these models.
The results confirm most of the expectations. In each model, political staff size is positively and significantly related to both whether an organization testifies and how much they testify. The age of an organization is also a significant predictor of their level of involvement in Congressional testimony, as is the size of their public membership. The coefficient for think tank identification is also significant and positive in both models. As predicted, hiring external lobbyists and having an associated PAC are unhelpful in this respect; these expenditures of resources do not lead to significant increases in Congressional testimony. Building an organization with a large internal political staff leads to more testimony; relying on hired lobbyists from firms that represent other clients does not. There is only one important difference between the two models. The size of an organization’s issue agenda has a positive and significant effect on the level of Congressional testimony in Model 1; in the model that includes a variable for the number of hearings held on issues of interest to the organization, the size of an organization’s issue agenda is no longer significant. Broader organizations are thus more involved in policymaking and Congress holds more hearings of interest to these organizations.

[Insert Table 2 about here]

Skewed distributions for most of the independent variables in the analysis explain the skewed distribution of testimony appearances. The distributions of political staff size, organizational age, and size of public membership among these organizations are highly skewed. Most organizations have tiny staffs of political representatives, are new to Washington, and are without much public membership. In all cases, the standard deviation of these variables is much greater than the mean. The median staff size, organizational age, and membership size is also smaller than the mean. The “winner take most” nature of competition for Congressional attention is a result of disparities in structural features. A few groups have more staff resources, years of experience, and mobilized membership than most of the others; they, in turn, get most of the attention.

Organizational characteristics explain most of the discrepancies between the distribution of testimony appearances and the distribution of types of organizations in the advocacy community. Yet there is one significant difference across organizational types. As predicted, being a professional association rather than a representative of a non-ideological issue perspective is negatively and significantly related to level of involvement. Whether an organization represents a liberal or conservative perspective rather than a non-ideological issue perspective, however, has no significant effect on their level of testimony. Congruence between organizational and Congressional ideology does not lead to more testimony, but professional groups are less involved than all issue advocates.

Being interested in issues on the Congressional agenda also does not directly lead to more testimony. The number of hearings held on topics of primary interest to an organization is not significantly related to their level of testimony. The demand-side story of who gets to testify does not hold up under scrutiny. Even if Congress is holding hearings on issues that concern an organization, it cannot overcome the stiff competition to be heard in Washington if it is not institutionalized into the role of representing a public constituency or issue perspective. Many small and unknown advocacy organizations see themselves as advocates in issue areas discussed all the time in Washington, such as health care and national security. Selecting an issue that is popular at the moment, however, does not lead to success. Broader agendas may be helpful but no specific agenda is important for inclusion in committee hearings.

The effects of the organizational characteristics associated with institutionalization, in contrast, are large and substantively significant. Organizational age and political staff size, which serve as indicators for a group’s longevity and the scale of its Washington presence, were expected to help organizations with institutionalization as both public constituency spokespersons and informed position advocates in policy debates; they had particularly consistent positive effects on involvement in policymaking. In Model 2, each additional political representative on an organization’s staff increases the expected number of appearances by 16%. Each additional decade of presence in Washington increases the expected number of appearances by 6%. The results also confirm other expectations. Controlling for other factors, think tanks testify more than four times as often as other advocacy organizations. Professional associations, however, testify just under 60% as often as issue advocates. Organizations that are institutionalized as expert policy debate participants and representatives of public political constituencies testify substantially more often.

To provide a sense of the combined effects of these differences on involvement in testimony, predicted probabilities of generating each count of appearances were estimated for two different types of organizations: a new professional association with 1 in-house political representative and no members and a 20-year-old non-ideological issue group with 10 political staff and one million members. Neither hypothetical group has lobbyists or PACs. The model predicts that the professional association would have only a 20% chance of testifying before Congress over the decade and only a 1% chance of testifying more than 5 times. The issue group, in contrast, would have an 85% chance of testifying; it would have a 62% chance of testifying more than 5 times and almost a 50% chance of testifying at least 10 times. Many of the organizations that are involved in Congressional testimony are large issue advocacy organizations; the oldest and largest of these organizations are the most involved.

Institutionalization Mechanisms in Congressional Hearing Participation
Qualitative evidence also provides support for the theory’s description of the processes at work in institutionalization. Interviewees provided illustrations of the mechanisms involved in each variable’s impact. In each case, organizational characteristics lead to relevant reputations and legitimacy. The president of a prominent advocacy organization, for example, explained the effect of age, consistent with a theory that emphasizes how organizations become taken-for-granted:

“If you have history of working on [the] issues, they know what you have to say… It’s a legitimacy issue but it’s also a time issue [and it] goes with name recognition. There is certainty about what you are going to say.”
A former Congressional staffer who is now an official at a prominent advocacy group added that age helps establish organizations as credible spokespersons:

“Having been around longer, being established, gives you credibility, makes you better known… It’s name identification [but also] associating with an issue, being here for years as a [particular type of] group.”
These sentiments make clear that advocacy group success is not about the provision of new information to policymakers or any direct exchange of resources. Policymakers already know what these advocates have to say and yet invite them to say it repeatedly. Institutionalization is associated with credibility, ease of placement into a social position, and a taken-for-granted role in the process. 

Interviewees also explained why a large internal staff of political representatives helps advocacy organizations become institutionalized. One Congressional committee staffer compared the benefits of internal political staff to hired lobbyists: 

“I’d rather talk to someone who knows the issue… I don’t care that you hired someone from K-street who called to set up a meeting… If you come talk to me about an issue, you have to have some depth. I think external lobbyists sometimes don’t have that.”
The chief of staff for the majority side of a Congressional committee agreed that internal staff have more credibility with policymakers:

“[If organizations have internal staff rather than lobbyists], they look less like hired guns or paid advocates. They have more credibility… I can think of a couple of hearings where we identified experts but held back [on inviting them to testify] because they were a lobbyist.”
From the point-of-view of policymakers, not all boots on the ground are equally credible. Organizations must become the stable site of expertise and public representation; they cannot outsource these key functions to lobbying firms.

The models also indicate that formal ties to a large public constituency help organizations become more involved in testimony. A chief of staff for a Congressional committee explains why: “If they represent a constituency, we do give more weight to [their] testimony… If they are large, their support will be more important. They are established.” Organizations need to demonstrate constituency support, therefore, but weak indications such as size of staff and membership suffice to signal their representative role.

According to policymakers, issue expertise and position taking also play important roles in advocacy group success. One Congressional committee staffer helps explain how think tank identification and size of issue agenda can jointly establish formal expertise in the eyes of Congress: “Think tanks are broader… they do not have specific narrow policy goals. They have credibility… they are a bank of policy experts.”

Finally, interviewees helped explain why starting a PAC to make campaign contributions did not produce a greater level of involvement among advocacy groups. As one Congressional chief of staff told me, “[Whether an organization has a PAC] doesn’t come up. No one bothers to look it up.” Another committee staffer echoed these sentiments: “I usually don’t even know about stuff like [PACs]. It usually doesn’t even come into my thinking.” Of course, interviewees might have reason to cover up the influence of PACs on their behavior; in several instances, however, staffers I interviewed were indeed unaware of whether particularly active organizations had PACs.

The similarity of effects across organizations is striking given the dissimilarity of the formal processes involved in participation in different committees. In interviews, Congressional staff described a wide range of processes that lead to advocacy group inclusion. Some Congressional committees have the majority party committee staff select all of the witnesses, with the exception of one witness selected by the minority staff. Others split the witness selection evenly between majority and minority staff. Other committees come to agreement on a joint list of witnesses. One committee even had an application process for testimony. The formality of how committees develop their lists of potential participants also varies considerably. Some committees maintain long written lists of experts; others create new lists on the fly as issues arise. Still others never create a full list of potential witnesses for any hearing; they simply call their first choices and come up with additional witnesses only if their first choices are unavailable.

Despite this wide variation, many of the same institutionalized organizations are consistently more involved across many types of committees. Several interviewees commented that, whatever the formal process, everyone seems to reach collective agreement on the list of major players. Policymakers share opinions about whose comments must be heeded and who must be appeased; the same actors keep coming back up. A Congressional committee staffer quoted by Leyden (1995) explains how the process of witness selection is likely to lead to the same group of participants whether it is led by Congress or led by interest group leaders:

“There are two ways people get to testify. They are either asked to testify or they ask to testify. The people who are asked (by us) to testify are the major players in particular issues. The people who ask to testify are not always the major players… for months or years before the issue comes up you have gone in to talk with the congressmen and the committee staff people—before the hearing—so they know what your position is. You have to establish relations beforehand.” 

In other words, you are either initially recognized as a usual suspect or you work to make yourself into one. Though the distribution of participation across committees can be quite different, institutionalized advocacy organizations find a way to abide by any formal process and regularly get a seat at the table.

Discussion

Institutionalization offers a predictive framework for understanding how advocacy organizations become actively involved in Congressional policymaking. The expectations associated with how organizations institutionalize themselves as public constituency representatives and position advocates in policy debates were mostly confirmed. Age and political staff size increase organizational involvement in Congressional testimony; political staff size increases both the likelihood of involvement and the level of involvement. A larger membership base also significantly increases involvement in Congressional hearings. Representing professional groups rather than an issue perspective, however, makes an organization less involved. Having a larger issue agenda is also significantly associated with Congressional hearing involvement in some cases. As expected, think tanks are also significantly more involved in Congressional hearings. Congress relies on organizations with reputations as recognized experts or constituency representatives, even as they often come with a definite point of view. The qualitative evidence confirmed that organizational characteristics like political staff size, age, and membership are important because they enable organizations to become recognized public advocates. They develop reputations that make their name come up first when Congressional committees think of who should have an opportunity to speak out on behalf of public interests or perspectives. They are institutionalized in these roles and called repeatedly to speak before Congress on whatever issues top the agenda.
The expectations associated with other theories did not fare well. Involvement by advocacy organizations is not primarily a story of buying access. Resources used to hire lobbyists or to make campaign contributions are not the key sources of advocacy group success. The number of lobbyists that an organization hires was insignificantly related to their involvement in testimony. Having a PAC also has no effect on involvement. Resource-based explanations for advocacy organization success are promising only if they are attentive to the use of resources to become institutionalized as participants in policy debates and representatives of public constituencies.

Explanations for advocacy group involvement in Congressional policymaking that rely on demands made by Congress also proved unable to account for differences in advocacy group success. Neither liberal nor conservative organizations are more likely to be brought before Congressional committees than representatives of non-ideological issue perspectives. Ideological congruence between organizations and Members of Congress is not necessary or sufficient for involvement. Organizations on both sides of the ideological spectrum gain a hearing, even though ideological agreement likely mediates their ability to translate that hearing into public policy change. To be involved in Congressional policymaking, organizations also do not need to have an issue agenda that matches the concerns of the moment. The Congressional agenda appears to be largely irrelevant to advocacy group success. Many organizations are available to speak on behalf of major issues before Congress but only a few become major players. Organizations do not become one of the usual suspects simply because the issues that concern them are regularly discussed.

The results of the descriptive analysis of who gets to testify were also revealing. The distribution of testimony appearances across all advocacy organizations in Washington is highly uneven and skewed, with some organizations much more involved than others. Yet the distribution of involvement across organizational types largely mirrors the distribution of advocacy organizations in Washington. When it comes to representatives of different constituencies and issue perspectives, Congressional committees call on a cross-section of the advocacy community. Yet they call on a small fraction of the advocacy community to regularly participate. A few organizations in each category account for a large share of testimony but no one category of advocacy organizations dominates Congressional debate or policymaking. A small number of organizations dominate involvement because they have disproportionate levels of staff resources, experience, and public mobilization; this structure has allowed them to become institutionalized as public spokespersons.

This evidence calls into question the ability of the dominant strain of interest group research to account for the process by which some advocacy organizations succeed and others fail. Research on organizational participation in policymaking typically assumes that organizations succeed by making strategic decisions to lobby particular venues (see Hansford 2004; Holyoke 2003) Yet this strategic choice perspective coexists uneasily with a basic fact: almost everyone attempts to participate in Congress. Schlozman and Tierney (1986), for example, demonstrate that 99% of interest organization attempt to participate in Congressional hearings. Since almost all organizations seek to participate, asking organizations how and why they choose particular venues may provide a poor explanation for which groups become actively involved in policymaking. 
Previous scholarship addressed this problem by investigating interest group “access” (see Hansen 1991). This concept, however, conveys a sense that Congressional office doors remain open or closed to interest groups. Through this lens, one could conclude that Congress is open or closed to all types of organizations based only on their capacities to generate meetings, rather than any evidence that Congress solicits group views. Involvement, in contrast, conveys regular participation; there is a limited supply of involvement opportunities and scholars can publicly observe who obtains them. Two organizations that both report having access to Congressional staff, for example, might have radically different levels of direct participation in the policymaking process. If organizations are regularly invited to participate in policymaking venues such as Congressional committees, they have achieved far more than access even if they have not influenced particular policy outcomes. Involvement can be seen as necessary but insufficient condition for major policy influence. Advocacy organizations that become regularly involved should be seen as successful; from a position outside the government, they have become active participants in policymaking institutions. 

This perspective contrasts with the long-held suspicion among scholars that many influential moments in policymaking occur behind closed doors. This may be true of influence by corporations or administration officials. Yet advocacy organizations generally conduct their affairs in public and seek to generate publicity (see Berry 1999). Each organization attempts to influence policymaking before and after public airings of their views, of course, but there appear to be very few phantom advocacy groups who only show up in private. In five personal interviews that with Congressional committee staffers, no one could name a single advocacy organization that regularly worked with them but did not show up commonly in testimony before their committee. Based on their judgments, the most prominent and involved advocacy organizations in testimony were also the most involved in policymaking behind the scenes. Studying which advocacy groups testify before Congressional committees is a window into which advocates generally get to speak on behalf of the public to Members of Congress. The testimony itself may not lead to policy change, but the regular heeding of some advocates over others is likely to affect policy.
Conclusion
As expected, the involvement of an organization in Congressional policymaking is largely dependent on their structural attributes, which produce their external image. This finding has implications for how scholars conduct research on advocacy organization success. Rather than asking leaders how and why their groups are able to participate in American policymaking, we can observe their behavior and learn how regular patterns of participation develop. Instead of assuming that advocacy organizations and Members of Congress are engaged in constant strategic analysis or resource exchange and asking them about their considerations, scholars can examine the factors that influence the relative involvement of different groups in policymaking. 
Using the tools of institutional theory, we can shift the emphasis of scholarship toward how organizations become taken-for-granted participants in policymaking. This theoretical perspective directs attention toward the core attributes of organizations that support the assumption that they play proscribed roles in policymaking. The initial evidence indicates that, for advocacy organizations, the process of becoming actively involved in Washington policymaking entails being recognized as a taken-for-granted representative of a public constituency and being recognized as an informed position advocate in policy debates. Whether advocacy organizations represent identity groups, occupational groups, or issue perspectives, they are subject to similar constraints in their attempt to become prominent players in national politics. Their success is not just a matter of deploying the right tactics or resources. It is also not a matter of being in the right place and taking the right position when an issue arises. It requires articulating a representative purpose in line with democratic expectations and creating a structure that offers signals of how they advance that purpose.
The evidence suggests that weak signals can suffice to position advocacy groups as representatives of public constituencies and informed position advocates. Our scholarly fascination with the role of resources in this process has directed attention to some important factors in determining how advocacy groups succeed. Yet we have been too quick to assume that resources are effective as a result of quid-pro-quo exchanges and self-interested strategic interaction. Resources help advocacy organizations reach exalted social positions that grant them access to public decision-making. Their social roles, however, may be premised on deeply-held conceptions of the practice of democracy, not on direct material or information exchanges. Our unrealistic democratic norms that leaders should heed all perspectives and listen to all constituencies in national political debates provide social roles to be filled by organized leaders. The infusion of the democratic values of public representation and expert policy deliberation into the advocacy community enables particular organizations to fill these social roles.

These results raise questions about how democratic theory and practice co-evolve. Expert policy deliberation and public involvement are only tenuously advanced by the day-to-day role of advocacy groups in Congressional policymaking. Involving advocacy groups is not equivalent to enabling direct public participation or to relying on disinterested policy research. Yet our normative expectations of democratic decision-making influence the patterns of cooperation between government and outside interests and provide an opening for the regular participation of advocacy organizations in American governance. Policymakers appear to hear from a representative cast of the advocacy community, even as they empower a limited number of usual suspects to repeatedly stand in for public perspectives and constituencies. Spokespersons for public interests and ideas are treated as recognized and important stakeholders in political conflict. The implied role they fill in democratic politics provides a platform for their regular involvement in public decision-making.

Table 1: Distribution of Congressional Testimony across Organizational Types
	
	
	Percent of Advocacy Organizations
	Percent of Congressional Testimony

	Representatives of

Identity Groups:
	
	24.1
	19.2

	
	Ethnic
	6.1
	3.2

	
	Religious
	3.7
	2

	
	Gender
	1.7
	1.1

	
	Intersectional
	4
	1.7

	
	Other
	8.6
	11.2

	Representatives of

Occupational Groups:
	
	37.8
	34.7

	
	Professional
	33
	24.3

	
	Union
	4.8
	10.4

	Representatives of

Issue Perspectives:
	
	38.1
	46

	
	Conservative Ideological
	1.5
	4.2

	
	Liberal Ideological
	2.1
	2.2

	
	Conservative Issue
	4.2
	3.4

	
	Liberal Issue
	17.2
	11.4

	
	Environmental
	4.1
	8.3

	
	Consumer
	1.3
	2.4

	
	Foreign Policy
	2.2
	7.6

	
	Other Issue
	5.5
	6.5


Table 2: Involvement of Advocacy Organizations in Congressional Testimony

	
	Congressional Committee Testimony

	
	Model 1
	Model 2

	
	Count Coefficients
	Binary Coefficients
	Count Coefficients
	Binary Coefficients

	Political Staff Size
	.15***

(.02)
	.59***

(.14)
	.14***

(.02)
	.53***

(.14)

	Age of Organization
	.005**

(.002)
	.004

(.005)
	.006**

(.002)
	.002

(.006)

	Size of Membership (Log)
	.09***

(.02)
	- .08

(.07)
	.09***

(.03)
	- .07

(.07)

	Breadth of Issue Agenda
	.02*

(.01)
	.36

(.26)
	.016

(.014)
	.33

(.25)

	Organization is Identified as a Think Tank
	1.42***

(.33)
	-3.2

(15.3)
	1.41***

(.35)
	11.6

(545.8)

	Number of External Lobbyists Hired
	- .02

(.02)
	.4

(.36)
	- .01

(.02)
	.31

(.37)

	Organization Has Associated PAC
	- .13

(.15)
	.67

(.82)
	- .17

(.16)
	.75

(.92)

	Organizational Type
	Professional Association
	- .53**

(.17)
	- 1.1*

(.53)
	- .56**

(.19)
	- .76

(.53)

	
	Union
	- .22

(.25)
	2.1

(3.6)
	- .24

(.27)
	2.4

(4.4)

	
	Identity Group Representative
	- .27

(.16)
	- .68

(.51)
	- .27

(.18)
	- .44

(.5)

	
	Liberal Perspective
	- .17

(.15)
	- .15

(.55)
	- .27

(.17)
	- .03

(.53)

	
	Conservative Perspective
	.24

(.23)
	- .82

(.63)
	.24

(.26)
	- .77

(.66)

	Number of Hearings Held on Topics of Interest
	__
	__
	.00001

(.00002)
	- .00002

(.00004)

	Constant
	.81
	.68
	.18
	1.5

	Log Likelihood
	- 2972.9
	- 2625.3

	N
	1375
	1224


Table entries are zero-inflated negative binomial regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The binary coefficients correspond to a model predicting whether organizations will testify at least once. The excluded type is organizations representing non-ideological issue perspectives. *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 (two-tailed).
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� This anonymous interview took place in Washington in June 2006.


� The population includes each of the organizations that Berry (1999) identifies as “citizen action groups,” including those that others call “public interest groups” or “social movement organizations.” In their review of the division between research on interest representation in political science and in sociology, Andrews and Edwards (2004) suggest the term “advocacy organizations” to include all organizations that “make public interest claims either promoting or resisting social change that, if implemented, would conflict with the social, cultural, political, or economic interests or values of other constituencies or groups” (Andrews and Edwards 2004, 481). This definition would include all of the organizations in this population.


� Hart (2004) argues that business political activity is treated incorrectly as a component of interest group research because business policy offices and trade associations mobilize and achieve influence through economic processes different from those used by organizations that seek to represent public groups or political perspectives. As a result, empirical work on business political activity has largely relied on business-specific factors to analyze relative levels of participation (see Salaman and Siefried 1977; Grier et al. 1994; Hansen and Mitchell 2000). Yet there is some debate about where to draw the line between advocacy organizations and other interest groups. Some scholars believe that professional associations and unions constitute a separate category that is a grey area between corporations and advocacy organizations. These groups are included in this study, however, because they seek to represent broad occupational categories rather than specific institutions. The analysis notes where the attributes of these organizations differ from those of other groups in any way that may affect the conclusions.


� The log of total membership size is used because organizations do not gain as much for additional members once they reach a large membership size. Using the log rather than the total membership size generates a substantially better fit for each model.


� Removing organizations where supplemental data sources were used has no substantive effect on results. The analysis includes complete information on organizational attributes for 1,375 organizations. Removing organizational age and membership information from all models allows analysis of almost the entire population of organizations. The results of the models without these two variables are substantially similar to those presented here. 


� This is the same source used to measure the Congressional agenda in Leech et al. (2005). The dataset is publicly available at http://www.policyagendas.org.


� For some organizations, more than one issue area was identified. For 151 organizations, no category in the Policy Agendas Project data matched their issue area of concern. These organizations are removed from the analysis in Model 2. Giving these organizations a score of zero on this variable and including them in the analysis does not substantively change the results.


� Organizations in more than one category in this analysis were categorized as intersectional groups.


� When in doubt, an issue perspective is categorized as non-ideological. In two cases, consumer and environmental organizations, separate categories were created.


� Conventional reporting of zero-inflated regressions includes binary coefficients that correspond with models to predict whether cases will receive a count of zero. This convention is not followed because it makes positive values indicate lower levels of involvement.


� Measures of the prominence of organizations in Congressional hearings and floor debate derive from Lexis-Nexis searches of the Congressional Record from 1995-2004.


� The sources of mentions in the Washington media are Roll Call, The Hill, National Journal, Congress Daily, The Hotline, Congressional Quarterly, and The Washington Post as recorded in the Lexis-Nexis news index from 1995-2004.





