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Political Campaign Consulting and the Professional Model
Abstract:
Does the sociological model of professionalism apply to the occupation of political campaign consulting? Using survey data from consultants involved in U.S. Congressional campaigns as well as in-person interviews, this paper describes how consultants see their role in shaping campaigns and appraises their degree of consensus regarding appropriate campaign strategy and occupational behavior. Although consultants face some structural barriers to professionalization, the results suggest that they have the key components for a successful professional project: occupational institutions, a base of applied knowledge, and a service ethic. This consultant professionalization has important implications for the structure and content of modern campaigns.
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The rise of political campaign consultants has been blamed for many of the ills of American democracy, including public alienation and the decline of political parties. Critics bemoan today’s poll-driven scripted campaign messages and carefully targeted political advertising. Researchers traditionally interested in campaigns only for their potential effect on electoral outcomes have begun to examine the impact of campaigns on voter knowledge and attitudes toward government (see Franklin 1991; Coleman and Manna 2000). Citizens, reporters, and scholars seem to agree that campaigns have undergone a fundamental transformation in the last generation and that political campaign consultants are largely to credit or to blame. 


All sides of the debates surrounding campaign transformation commonly label the process “professionalization” and describe these new campaign actors as “professionals” (see Sabato 1981; Thurber and Nelson 2000; Plasser 2001; Gibson and Rommele 2001; Farrell et al. 2001; Kolodny and Dulio 2003). Little thought, however, has been given to how the concept of professionalism applies to campaign consulting or to the analogies to other occupations that the term implies. Attempts to assess professionalization have used incomplete portraits of professionalism or specific criteria relevant only to political campaigns; this research does not enable comparison across occupational categories or an assessment of the occupation’s progress on the professional track. 

This paper asks how closely campaign consulting resembles a professional occupation and which stage of the professional project the occupation has reached. These questions are not part of a semantic analysis or an arcane diversion into the history of other industries. Professionalism implies a specific type of work organization and pattern of control over decision-making. If campaign consultants constitute professionals, the professionalization of other occupations suggests that a new class of actors has captured control over the choices offered to voters. If consultants do not constitute professionals, they are better seen only as vendors of political services implementing a broader technological transformation, rather than independent agents of change.

An analysis of how closely campaign consulting matches professional occupations has important implications for many current debates among academics and practitioners. First, the U.S. is considered the home of the world’s most professionalized campaigns and one important source of transformation in other nations (see Scammell 1998; Mancini 1999; Plasser and Plasser 2002). To evaluate arguments about the globalization of campaign practices, scholars need to understand the role that consultants play in U.S. campaigns. Second, consultants are important agents in the reported decline of political parties in the U.S. Rather than assume that consultants simply alter the balance of power between parties and candidates (see Wattenberg 1992; Gibson and Rommele 2001; Dulio 2003; Farrell et al. 2001), scholars must consider the possibility implied by the professional moniker: that the occupation represents a new source of independent power in campaign decision-making. Third, consultants implement the strategies of modern campaigns. To analyze whether these strategies are rational responses to electoral institutions (see Howell 1982; Skaperdas and Grofman 1995) or somewhat arbitrary conventions adopted by new actors (see Scammell 1998), scholars must evaluate whether consultants are mere technicians or professionals. Finally, reformers interested in the circumstances under which campaigns might better advance voter interests must understand the occupation that bears responsibility for the decisions in modern campaigns.

To help inform these debates, this paper evaluates the extent to which the occupational structure, state of knowledge, and ideology of consulting match an ideal-typical model of professionalism developed in sociology. Using survey data from consultants involved in Congressional campaigns as well as in-person interviews, this paper describes how consultants see their role in shaping campaigns and assesses the state of occupational development. The paper appraises consultants’ degree of consensus around a model of campaign strategy and describes their developing ideology of client service. 

Although the consulting occupation faces some stable barriers to professionalization, it has the key prerequisites for a successful professionalization project: occupational institutions, a base of applied knowledge, and a service ethic. Due to the cyclical nature of work on electoral campaigns, the divided partisan structure of the industry, and the unique relationship between the occupation and government, campaign consulting will never exactly match the process of occupational development characteristic of the archetypal professions (e.g. medicine and law). Yet the key features of the occupation identified by scholars of campaigns, the incomplete state of knowledge about campaigns and the lack of allegiance to ethical principles from democratic theory (see Scammell 1998), are consistent with the professional model, rather than indicative of divergence. Because consultants aspire to become professionals, the decisions made by candidates and parties are shaped by the demands and constraints of the professional project pursued by this new occupation. 
The Scholarly View of Campaign Consulting
Most research on campaign consultants tracks the rise of their use and influence. In the classic analysis, Sabato (1981) argues that political consultants make a campaign’s major decisions about message, strategy, and style. Scholars have also found that campaign consultants can change electoral outcomes (see Medvic and Lenart 1997). In recent years, every competitive federal campaign has featured consultants; they are ubiquitous and influential actors in modern campaigns.

Three major research programs investigate the effects of the rise of consultants on political institutions and behavior. First, there is an active discussion about the extent to which U.S. patterns of campaign activities are being replicated in other nations. There is agreement that U.S. campaigns represent the most professionalized campaigns (see Scammell 1998) but there is disagreement about whether the U.S. is the source of worldwide changes. Plasser (2000) argues that consultants are not all converging on a similar menu of campaign strategies but that the model offered by U.S. consultants represents the professional standard:
“By far the most influential standard model of professional campaigning seems to be the U.S. model of media-, money-, and consultant-driven campaigning with its potential of electoral success but also the inherent dangers of uncontrolled proliferation of high-risk techniques.” (Plasser 2000, 50).
The distinct feature of U.S. consultants, according to Plasser and Plasser (2002), is that they operate independently of parties; they are “message-driven marketers” rather than “party-driven sellers.” 
A related area of recent research investigates how consultants change the balance of power between parties and candidates. In the literature on political party decline in the U.S., consultants are seen as the independent strategists who make candidate-centered campaigns possible (see Wattenberg 1992). Alternatively, some scholars see campaign consultants as new party elites or enablers of party transformation (see Broh 1983; Herrnson 1988). Using reports of party spending on consulting activities, Kolodny and Dulio (2003) claim to find evidence in support of the party-directed model of consultant usage. Farrell et al. (2001) take the middle ground in this debate; they argue that consultants help political parties adapt to a new candidate-centered electoral environment. 

In contrast to the balance-of-power debates, rational choice analyses of campaign decision-making assume that informed candidates, party leaders, and experienced consultants would all make similar decisions. According to this view, cost-benefit calculations drive campaign decision-making rather than particular agents. Sellers (1998), for example, argues that campaign messages are a consequence of officeholder records. Rational analysis of campaign decision-making is most common in the area of negative campaigning (see Skaperdas and Grofman 1995; Theilmann and Wilhite 1998). In the rational choice literature, campaign consultants are viewed as technicians implementing the same strategies that either candidates or parties would adopt.
The Professionalism Model

There are two main questions in these research agendas about the effects of consultants: (1) how are strategic decisions made? and (2) which actors direct decision-making? Each question mirrors generic sociological concerns about the organization of work. Professionalism, in the sociological literature, is seen as a form of social organization the affects the process and substance of collective decision-making. DiMaggio and Powell (1983) argue that professional actors often create norms of behavior that move organizations in an industry toward uniformity. Many industries have developed preferred strategic models after an influx of professional personnel. 

There is an extensive sociological literature on the attributes of a professional occupation and the process by which occupations become professionalized. In a literature review, Macdonald (1995) argues that two approaches have dominated this research program. First, Eliot Freidson, a sociologist of the medical profession, formulated an ideal-type model of professionalism as an alternative to consumerism, the free market for services, and managerialism, the bureaucratic organization of work (see Freidson 2001). Second, Magali Larson (1977) outlined a theory of the professional project, the process of securing social closure over a market. Whereas Larson’s work is known for its society-wide analysis, Freidson’s model is often used to compare across occupations.

Scholars of campaign consultants have not relied on this theoretical trajectory, despite its relevance to their subject matter. Though researchers regularly speak of “campaign professionals,” they often employ the term haphazardly, without consistent definitions or reference to research on other professionals. Plasser (2001), for example, uses “professionalization” as a synonym for modernization of campaign techniques. Dulio (2004), in contrast, uses the “professional” moniker to indicate which consultants are well-known within the industry. These types of usage not only cause confusion, but also undermine the development of theory about the causes of campaign transformation. Kolodny and Dulio (2003), for example, define consultants as “professionals” but later argue that they act as “independent contractors who are hired to complete a defined project.” Gibson and Rommele (2001) argue that campaigning has “gone through an extensive process of professionalization” but then go on to suggest that parties, rather than consultants, are directing the changes. These ideas are not compatible with the way that the theory of professionalism has developed in sociology; if the models can be reconciled, a theoretical synthesis is necessary.

Some scholars have critiqued the conceptualization of professionalism in studies of campaign consultants but none have successfully applied the sociological literature. Medvic (2003), for example, critiques the current use of the term “professional” in the consulting literature. He creates a definition of professional consultants but uses campaign-specific criteria to differentiate professional from unprofessional consultants rather than investigating whether professionalism is the right model for the consulting occupation. Mancini (1999), in contrast, reviews the major trends in political campaigns that have been labeled professionalism and argues that professionalization means the influx of new technicians into political campaigns. Lilleker and Negrine (2002) note the confusion that arises from this equation of professionalization with technological change. Rather than applying a general model of professionalism to campaign consultants, however, Lilleker and Negrine attempt to induct a shared definition of professionalism from the literature on campaigns. They conclude that, rather than use the term professional, it is better to describe changes in campaigns as the “specialization of tasks, the increased use of experts, and the management or centralization of the campaign” (Lilleker and Negrine 2002, 102).
 
Scammell’s (1998) analysis is the most extensive prior application of the sociological literature on professionalism to campaign consulting. She argues that professionalization is the “common theme” of changes to modern campaigns but finds that U.S. consultants are not properly called professionals. Scammell (1998) argues that consultants have a professional identity and training institutions but lack control over the boundaries of their occupation and the entrance of new practitioners. Yet she argues that the use of political folk wisdom rather than academic knowledge and the lack of consensus on campaign ethics among consultants are the major barriers to further professionalization: “Political consultancy is a prospering business but it falls short of the mark of professionalism in two crucial respects: a self-policing ethical code and the professionalization of campaigning knowledge.” (Scammell 1998, 269). Both of these considerations are important aspects of assessing the professionalism of an occupation, but Scammell’s analysis does not offer a complete portrait of professionalism as understood in the sociological literature.
Freidson’s ideal-typical model of professionalism helps to clarify the terminology and the debates. Freidson (2001) argues that professionalism is an alternative form of control over labor. In ideal-typical professionalism, members of an occupation direct their own tasks. This contrasts with a bureaucracy, in which managers control behavior, and a market, in which consumers control behavior. To say that an occupation has undergone professionalization is to say that managers and consumers have lost control over the direction of decision-making. If candidates are purchasing technical services from vendors in an open market, campaign consulting is organized by consumerism rather than professionalism. If political parties are directing vendors to implement their strategies, campaign consulting is organized by managerialism rather than professionalism.
According to Freidson (2001), ideal-typical professionalism arises as a form of social organization with five primary features: (1) an occupational division of labor, (2) occupation-controlled career lines, (3) a specialized training program, (4) a body of applied knowledge, and (5) an ideology that transcends economic interest to support established practices. The first three attributes of professionalism are generally understood and are not subject to great debate; they involve structural characteristics of an occupation and the institutions that it creates. Professional knowledge and ideology, in contrast, involvement collective judgments by members of the occupation and are not easily investigated by noting the existence of associations, requirements, or schools. As a result, these attributes of professionalism are the most likely to be misinterpreted.
Freidson (2001) argues that professionalism arises only if a differentiated occupation is responsible for a category of work. In ideal-typical professionalism, that occupation has collective control over the careers of its members and the training necessary to enter the workforce. If an occupation is to become a profession, according to Freidson, its members must come to see themselves as professionals with recognized expertise. The occupation typically establishes institutions such as professional associations, training schools, and certification mechanisms. Freidson (2001) argues that these formal institutions are secondary to the recognition among occupation members of the need for establishing boundaries for the occupation and proscribed routes of entrance. The attributes of an occupation that enable the creation of professional institutions are its base of knowledge and its ideology. 
Only some categories of knowledge enable professionalization. Professional knowledge, according to Freidson, falls somewhere between a precise academic discipline and everyday information on practical implementation: 
“There must be a sufficient degree of uncertainty or indeterminacy in the character of the knowledge and skill to require the use of discretionary judgment, but the uncertainty is justified less by ignorance than by the complexity of the task” (Freidson 2001, pg. 153). 
In differentiating occupations that develop into professions from those that do not, Wilensky also argues that professions tend to arise in areas where knowledge cannot be commodified: 
“the optimal base of knowledge or doctrine for a profession is a combination of intellectual and practical knowing, some of which is explicit (classifications and generalizations learned from books, lectures, and demonstrations), some implicit (‘understanding’ acquired from supervised practice and observation).” (Wilensky 1964, 149).

This type of knowledge necessitates professional training but cannot be standardized and taught to anyone who seeks to learn. To say that an industry has undergone professionalization, therefore, is to say that the decisions it necessitates cannot be made by simply engaging in rational analysis.
In applying their knowledge to particular tasks, professionals are guided by an ideology of service. Rather than adhere to the principle that the customer is always right or that supervisors should direct decisions, professionals claim allegiance to a service ethic that justifies their central role. As Wilensky argues, professional norms put the client interest ahead of personal interest: 
“[Professional] norms dictate not only that the practitioner do technically competent, high-quality work, but that he adhere to a service ideal—devotion to the client’s interests more than personal or commercial profit should guide decisions when the two are in conflict.”  (Wilensky 1964, 140)
One important manifestation of this ideology is a code of ethics for the occupation. The process of developing an ethical code or reaching implicit agreement on professional principles can be difficult. Lawyers, for example, were able to coalesce around a set of standards related to fair representation for the accused, even though outsiders may have preferred other ethical principles. Even as government actors, other stakeholders, and the public clamor for their own vision of a profession’s role in society, members of the occupation must reach their own collective consensus. 

To reach a professional ideology and to codify professional knowledge, occupations must go through a process of professionalization. Though there is some disagreement on the order of the steps in this process and on which are necessary and sufficient, scholars have found that occupations follow a typical pattern of behavior before approaching professionalism. Wilensky (1964) first outlined the steps in professionalization by analyzing the history of 18 occupations. Occupations, he argues, begin when practitioners start doing full time work. They start to evolve into professions by establishing training programs and forming associations. In later stages, they use “political agitation” to close the boundaries of the occupation and they use codes of ethics to eliminate unqualified practitioners. Some occupations never evolve beyond the middle stages of professionalization. In considering these “semi-professions,” Etzioni (1969) argues that some occupations aspire to professionalism but do not have the requisite base of knowledge and service ethic. 
Data and Methods
To evaluate the degree to which the campaign consulting occupation matches ideal-typical professionalism, this study combines quantitative evidence from a consultant opinion survey with qualitative analysis of in-depth interviews. The survey results derive from a sample of 58 general strategy or media consultants who participated in at least two federal campaigns in the 2002 Congressional election cycle. Questionnaires were sent to all consultants who fit these criteria (148), using population lists from The Hotline and Campaigns & Elections magazine. Identifying campaign consultants from these sources and requiring work on two campaigns for inclusion in the population is standard practice for studies of consultants (see Medvic 2003). The interview analysis is based on face-to-face and telephone interviews with consultants who participated in conferences sponsored by the American Association of Political Consultants (AAPC). The consultant survey evidence describes the current degree of agreement among consultants as well as their self-perception of their role in modern campaign strategy. The interview materials suggest the rationale behind these consultant attitudes. 
These methods enable the most direct analysis of professionalization to date. Previous survey-based analyses of the consulting industry by Dulio (2004), Thurber and Nelson (2000), and Plasser and Plasser (2002) use a larger set of respondents but their surveys do not cover important aspects of professionalism. The demographics in the sample analyzed here are largely consistent with previous samples of U.S. consultants but this sample includes only consultants who are in a position to implement their views in Congressional races. Instead of using surveys, some previous work analyzes memoirs and “how-to” books by consultants. Yet, in contrast to surveys, analyzing published materials does not allow for an evaluation of how widely consultants share their knowledge of campaigns and their norms of occupational behavior.

The analysis proceeds as follows. First, the paper describes the character of the consulting occupation to assess whether consultants see themselves as professionals and whether they have established the institutions of professionalism. Second, the paper reviews the body of applied knowledge that consultants have developed to determine the extent of their consensus regarding campaign strategy and the sources of their strategic model. Third, the paper examines their attitudes toward proper occupational behavior to assess whether they have a professional ideology. With these data, one cannot describe over-time changes in the consulting industry or evaluate the attitudes of candidates and party leaders about the role of consultants in campaigns. Occupations with a professional self-image, broad agreement on a base of knowledge, and broad adherence to a professional ethic, however, are the most likely to succeed in a professional project. Soliciting the views of the occupation and assessing their level of internal agreement are the key aspects of analyzing their professionalization.
The Consulting Occupation
Consultants see themselves as professionals in an adaptive industry who seek to bring efficiency to campaign decision-making. Survey respondents defined “campaign consultant” as a more sophisticated title than political advisor. As reported in Table 1, 88 per cent of respondents said that to be considered a campaign consultant, an advisor must have experience working on multiple campaigns and 73 per cent agreed that a consultant must advise candidates as their primary career. Both of these criteria are consistent with those used by scholars to identify campaign consultants (see Medvic 2003). In contrast to the lack of agreement on an appropriate moniker and role among lobbyists (see McGrath 2005), campaign consultants have a clear definition of their role and boundaries. When consultants were asked to define their career designation, they said that it implies that they have primary responsibility for the operation and strategy of campaigns. 
[Insert Table 1]


Consultants also view their control of campaigns as an essential part of success. Ninety-one per cent of respondents agreed that “serious candidates for federal office must hire professional consultants to be competitive,” with eighty-four per cent saying that they strongly agree with that statement. Consultants believe not only that they are necessary components of successful campaigns, but also that they should be central decision-makers. Eighty-six per cent of consultants, for example, believe that “candidates who take nearly all of the advice of their consultants are more likely to win.” 
Consultants also believe that their occupation should have professional status. The advisors to modern campaigns see themselves as experts with specialized knowledge and experience. Eighty-one per cent of consultants, for example, agree with this statement: “Political consulting, like law, business, and public administration, requires professional expertise.” In interviews, consultants differed in their emphasis on expertise in communications, marketing, organization, or strategy, but they agree that the members of their occupation have the requisite knowledge. 
Consultants differ from the traditional professional self-image, however, in their understanding of the role of technology in their rise. Political consultants recognize that they are a part of a transformation in American campaigns but they point to improvements in technology as the relevant sources of change. Seventy-three per cent of consultants, for example, agree with this statement: “Given improvements in polling and focus groups and advancements in direct mail and television marketing, the transition to modern methods of campaigning was inevitable.” As the respondents see it, “these advances, rather than the rise of political consultants, are responsible for the major changes in campaigns.” This may be a signal that they view their role more as technicians than professionals, but it may also be an attempt to avoid blame for public distaste of campaigns.
In addition to technical knowledge, consultants believe that they are applying successful models from other industries. Sixty-eight per cent of consultants, for example, say that they have taken the best insights from research on consumer marketing and product differentiation and applied them to political campaigns. One Republican consultant emphasized the advantage of being familiar with advertising in all its forms: “This is primarily about salesmanship. Can you get your client’s message out – we have to compress complex ideas. There’s a lot to be said for a background in production and communications.” Yet consultants do point to some key differences that require specialized implementation. As one consultant told me, “The main difference is that we have much lower production budgets than in consumer media. Our ads aren’t as slick.” 

Consultants claim to combine their expertise in marketing with knowledge of political strategy. One consultant summarized how campaign work compares to traditional marketing: 

“There’s not much of a difference with consumer and political advertising. You’re trying to convince someone to buy your candidate – just like a bar of soap. The messaging is more innate and based more on trying to get a majority. The organizing, planning, and strategizing come from general business strategy rather than marketing.” 

Like many occupations in the middle stages of professionalization, campaign consultants compete with other occupations such as consumer marketing specialists and traditional political organizers. They emphasize that they are the only occupation that has expertise in both politics and marketing. Consultants see themselves as experts in interpreting voter research to produce effective messages but claim that campaigns have a distinct character that requires knowledge of the political process. 
Despite their professional self-image, campaign consultants have only begun to build the traditional institutions of professionalism for their occupation. In ideal-typical professionalism, the division of labor, the career paths of members, and the training of new members are controlled by the occupation rather than by a bureaucracy or an open market. The labor market for campaign consultants is only partially controlled by the occupation. Many consultants are members of the AAPC, which has established itself as a central and active professional association serving the occupation, but not everyone who regularly advises campaigns is a member. As typical in other occupations in the middle stages of professionalism (see Wilensky 1964), most campaign consultants say that they find work through networks of other consultants. Also like professionals, consultants have allocated some technical parts of their work, such as polling, media buying, and fundraising, to standardized vendors. Labor in campaigns is thus distributed along occupational lines but the career paths of consultants are reliant on multiple factors, including connections to other consultants.

Yet the consulting occupation differs from others that have developed professional institutions in two critical ways. First, consultants do not limit their activities to political campaigns. Among the most basic features of an occupation is that the members engage in their category of work full time. Due to electoral cycles, campaign consultants will probably never reach this level of commitment. Most consultants search for off-cycle campaign work but they almost always choose to supplement their campaign work with other activities. Every survey respondent mentioned some other category of work that occupies their time between electoral cycles, especially public and government relations. Second, consultants are divided largely along partisan lines. Though not all consultants have close ties to either party organization, most work for only candidates of one party. Since their goals are often diametrically opposed, consultants do not often recommend members of their occupation in the other party for jobs or career advancement. Both the divided structure of the occupation and the cyclical nature of their work serve as stable barriers to professionalization. These attributes are unlikely to change, even if consultants wish to pursue a professional project.

Consultants have not built anything like a licensing requirement for their occupation. There has been some regulation, but not as a result of occupational mobilization. As a component of campaign finance and lobbying laws, for example, San Francisco is now requiring campaign consultants to register with its ethics commission and disclose their clients and fees; they expect adherence to a voluntary code of conduct. There is no similar requirement at the national level. According to Wilensky (1964), however, only agitation for licensing of members is typical of professionalizing occupations, rather than the successful production of one route to certification.

Though some other professional occupations have resisted state intervention, campaign consulting has a unique relationship to the state. The norm that anyone can run for office is deeply embedded in democratic systems, making the idea that candidates can hire anyone to help them a reasonable corollary. In interviews, consultants resisted most suggestions of government regulation. According to interviewees, even attempts to certify consultants within each political party would be met with great resistance. As a result, the occupation will likely always rely on status within networks of practitioners rather than state intervention to enforce its membership requirements.
The typical route to certification among the professions is formal education. Though campaign consultants all consider themselves to be highly-trained, there is disagreement about whether their industry requires professional training. Just under half of respondents agree that consultants are increasingly coming from professional training institutions. The most critical experience appears to be on-the-job training: 69 per cent of consultants say that consulting requires apprenticeship training under other consultants. As one young Democratic consultant put it, “People come from varied backgrounds – law, journalism, science – but there’s no substitute for real campaign experience.” According to Freidson, occupations in the early stages of professionalization often promote this type of training: “Some of the newer professions, such as engineering and accounting, initially conducted their training on the job, then slowly developed their own schools, first as vocational institutes and only later as schools or faculties within universities” (Freidson 2001, pg. 97). According to one Republican consultant, the need for peer and candidate evaluation rather than an agreed-upon career path comes from the unverifiable nature of consultant expertise: “This is the wild West – it’s pull out a shotgun and if you can shoot someone, than you’re sheriff. There [are] no barriers to entry, no licensing, and no required education.” Yet the results of surveys by Plasser and Plasser (2002) indicate that most U.S. consultants consider some form of formal training to be an implicit requirement for becoming a member of their occupation. They report that 64 per cent of U.S. consultants believe that training in political or communication sciences is as an absolute necessity for professional campaigners. Majorities also believe that training in business or marketing is necessary and that consultants must have knowledge of the latest campaign literature. Campaigns & Elections magazine and both political parties offer regular training institutes in campaign strategy and management for aspiring consultants. George Washington University’s Graduate School of Political Management (GSPM), where working consultants often act as professors, was the first university institution to offer this style of directed training. GSPM began self-consciously to help create a consulting profession; now several other university programs seek to train campaign consultants.


The consulting occupation has produced some institutions of professionalism to match its self-image but it lacks true control over the labor market for consultants. Like many professionalizing occupations, consultants have established boundaries for their occupation, convinced themselves that they are necessary and central components of modern campaigns, and recognized the need for specialized training. Unlike most other professionalizing occupations, however, they pursue their work according to electoral cycles, divide themselves along party lines, and wish to continue their unique and unregulated status. To assess whether their professional project is likely to succeed given these constraints, we need to investigate their base of knowledge and service ideology; these factors typically drive the creation of professional institutions.
The State Of Knowledge In Campaign Consulting
There is no scholarly consensus on the state of practitioner knowledge about campaigns. Scammell (1998) argues that knowledge in campaign consulting resembles that of craft industries because it is not based on extensive theoretical or empirical analysis. Mancini (1999), in contrast, argues that knowledge about campaigns has advanced to a state where technicians can implement a standardized system. Professional knowledge is somewhere in between these two extremes; it enables some codification in academic theory so that practitioners are not merely artisans but it does not allow any trained technicians to successfully execute the proscribed methods.

The state of knowledge within campaign consulting largely matches this intermediary position. Consultants rely on a background of theory and research but they use it as the basis for a new field of applied knowledge that requires their implementation, rather than as a straightforward form of codified techniques. Research on campaigns and elections, after all, is a thriving academic field. Studies of the determinants of voting behavior and electoral outcomes are among the most advanced in political science. There are more than a dozen academic journals that regularly publish research on elections and hundreds of university courses on campaigns and elections. Much of this academic knowledge, however, is not directly relevant to the choices of practitioners. Where evidence of the impact of campaign decisions is lacking, pundits and practitioners regularly speculate on the strategic considerations of campaigners. The state of knowledge in campaign consulting is a mixture of applied academic knowledge and this casually informed speculation.

Consultants have reached consensus on effective campaign strategies but claim that only industry professionals have the requisite expertise to implement it. One Democratic consultant told me that the process of agreeing on effective campaigning principles is informal: 
“There’s a lot of trial and error in campaign strategies but there’s a finite number of strategies given the nature of campaigns. We rarely work together but we’re all students of the same campaigns and we study informally and recognize the same errors. We get together and talk after each campaign cycle.”

Though consultants have developed a detailed general framework for campaign organization and strategy, they emphasize that a standard model does not work in every campaign and are wary of questions about campaign strategy that are not attentive to the context of a local campaign. Yet there is wide agreement among consultants about how to adapt strategies to the circumstances of each contest. According to consultants, the characteristic of a Congressional campaign that is most important in determining campaign strategy is the campaign’s level of financial resources, followed by the incumbency status of the candidate and the partisan and ideological composition of the district. Like professionals, consultants have developed a body of applied knowledge but insist that it must be modified as it is implemented. In some cases, they use formal research techniques (e.g. public opinion polls and focus groups); in others, they use rules-of thumb for making decisions. In interviews, consultants referenced internal reviews of past campaigns, newspaper accounts of candidate strategy, academic theories of political competition and communication, and empirical studies of electoral outcomes to buttress their claims about the best campaign strategies. Though they draw from a wide array of sources, they agree on many of the principles of campaign strategy.

What are the contents of their preferred strategic model? The consensus view emphasizes how to convince undecided voters to prefer one of the candidates. As a result, consultants often rely on commercial marketing theories and examples. Scammell (1998, 269) argues that this use of marketing techniques constitutes evidence that campaign consulting is “characterized more by commercialism than professionalism.” This is not the proper standard for evaluating professionalism, however, because consultants are selling their services to candidates rather than voters. Assessing whether their services are sold in an open market or one characterized by professionalism is a separate enterprise than assessing the content of their knowledge about how candidates should communicate with voters. The root of the misunderstanding is that consultants’ strategies do not always match those preferred by scholars, voters, or reformers. 
The most oft-cited difference between consultant and public interested views of campaigns concerns candidate messages. Though voters claim that they are most interested in candidate positions on policy issues (see Lipsitz et al. 2005), Table 2 reports that less than one-third of consultants endorse this view of voters. In the abstract, consultants support the idea of issue discussion; 60 per cent of consultants agree that candidates should always run issue-oriented campaigns. Yet consultants also perceive that voters are interested in simple policy messages rather than detailed discussions: 72 per cent of consultants, for example, say that there is sometimes an advantage to be gained from being ambiguous about issue positions. 
[Insert Table 2]

There is also a surprising degree of consensus regarding the appropriate size of a candidate’s issue agenda. When asked in an open-ended fashion how many policy issues a Congressional candidate can reasonably focus on in a campaign message, 56 percent of respondents said exactly three and fully 91 per cent gave answers ranging only between two and four issues. In interviews, no consultant mentioned any studies that showed three to be the magic number; this was the accepted approximation adopted from the collective analysis of previous campaigns.
In addition, there is a consensus on how to select this small number of key issues. The most important consideration reported by consultants when selecting policy issues for a campaign is whether the issue is of high public interest. The second most important consideration is whether there is a clear difference between the candidates on an issue. When asked to rank among various considerations, therefore, consultants chose to highlight the two policy characteristics that form the traditional definition of wedge issues: high salience and clear division.

Despite public protest, consultants remain confident that negative advertising is an effective campaign strategy that serves a useful role for voters. Their optimism may in part be a consequence of the systematized fashion in which they deploy negative advertising. First, 84 per cent of consultants say that candidates should respond to negative attacks with counterattacks. Second, 66 per cent of consultants say that candidates should always start off with positive ads. Third, only 30 per cent of consultants believe that candidates should save their best attack for the last part of the campaign. Consultants say that they base their model of negative campaigning on general knowledge of voter decision-making and past electoral outcomes, rather than rigorous experimentation.
Consultant norms about campaign practices affect not only the content and tone of messages that voters hear, but also who is most likely to hear those messages. Consultants think of the electorate as the group of citizens who are registered to vote and likely to participate in the next election. There is almost universal approval among consultants of targeting only registered voters. Consultants divide the remaining electorate into three blocks: those who are likely to vote for their candidate, those who are likely to vote for the other candidate, and potential swing voters. The average respondent to the survey believes that only 20 per cent of the electorate is up for grabs in a typical competitive congressional election. This norm is widely shared: when asked in an open-ended fashion what percent of voters in a competitive election could potentially swing either way, 60 per cent of consultants estimated between 15 per cent and 25 per cent. In interviews, consultants say that they never encourage candidates to concentrate on their sure supporters. The average respondent said that only 27 per cent of campaign resources should be spent to mobilize the voters in a candidate’s base. There are some circumstances, however, in which consultants believe that it is it in a candidate’s interest to mobilize groups of voters who are traditionally low in turnout. Eighty-three per cent of consultants, for example, say that it is in a candidate’s interest to mobilize unlikely voters when they have an ethnic tie to a large block of voters with traditionally low turnout. The consultant approach to targeting and mobilization, like their approach to message content and tone, is characterized by strategic analysis that must be adapted to each campaign.
Rather than obscure examples of agreement among consultants, these approaches to messaging, targeting, and mobilization represent the occupational standards for the key decisions in a campaign. Consultants need to establish an image of exclusive expertise in an environment of conflicting information that is openly accessible to candidates, party officials, reporters, and scholars. To meet this challenge, they define the key goals of a campaign and assign the necessary tasks. Consultants apply academic knowledge about which voters are likely to change their minds, how voters make decisions, and how they interpret campaign messages. Because our knowledge in each of these areas is incomplete, however, consultants have developed conventions based on their approximations of how general rules apply to specific campaigns. 
A Developing Professional Ideology
Consultants have a clear view of the goals of their occupation, though it does not necessarily match the view of democratic theorists. As Table 3 reports, 91 per cent of consultants believe that the purpose of campaigns is to win elections. They believe that elections are necessary for making collective decisions between candidates, not for providing information to voters or stimulating democratic deliberation. They are typically committed to the policy goals of their candidates and they believe that voters should share their preferences. They see no contradiction between the expediency of their strategies for winning elections and their normative goals because they seek to get their candidates elected to further those goals. 

[Insert Table 3]

The political goals of consultants have important implications for their economic behavior. Like professions, consultants have developed an ideology of service to an interest beyond their own financial gain. Their purpose is to help candidates win and they do not see that as inconsistent with the public interest. Like lawyers, consultants are not always held in high public repute and are committed to an ideology of client interest that the public does not always share. Like most professions, their ideology of client service sometimes correlates strongly with their financial interests. Their developing professional ethic, however, seeks to adjudicate in favor of client interests when the two are in conflict.

Many critics have voiced concern that the consulting industry does not adhere strictly to a formal code of ethics. The AAPC does have such a code; it includes promises that consultants will advance client interests over their own as well as assurances that consultants will not guide candidates toward unethical behavior. Many interviewees did not seem to treat this code with great respect, especially when noting its provisions regarding candidate behavior. Yet many reformers suggest that the code’s promises regarding campaign behavior do not go far enough to satisfy voters. 

In hoping to convince consultants to support campaign strategies in the public interest, however, reformers and scholars have failed to notice that consultants have developed informal rules of conduct around the role of their industry. Only 5 per cent of consultants who responded to the survey said that their industry should not be held to ethical standards. In fact, consultants often voiced concern in interviews about the ethical standards of consultants. The ethics they almost always have in mind, however, are business ethics related to their role as provider of services to their clients. Sixty-eight per cent of consultants believe that they should be held to the same ethical standards as any other business profession; only twenty-six per cent believe that political consultants should be held to a higher ethical standard than other business professionals, given their role in democratic politics. Examples from other occupations indicate that codes of ethics typically regulate the client and colleague relations that concern consultants, rather than the relations between clients and the general public that concern political reformers.

The view of ethical standards preferred by consultants is consequential for the kinds of activities over which they voice concern. Consultants unanimously oppose recommending a campaign decision that is in the financial interest of their firm but not in the interest of the client, choosing not to disclose a possible conflict of interest, or using funds received from a client for purposes other than those invoiced in writing; they say each of these practices constitutes unprofessional behavior. More than 80 per cent of consultants also believe that knowingly underestimating costs, taking undisclosed kickbacks, and divulging information about past clients are unprofessional. There is almost universal agreement among consultants that when in conflict, candidate interests should trump the financial interests of the consultant. When interviewees described occupational members who they considered bad actors, the disrespected practitioners almost always earned consultant animosity because they violated the ethic of client service.
In contrast, consultants do not show much concern for the ethical standards for candidates preferred by reformers. Only 16 per cent of consultants, for example, believe that having a candidate sign a code of conduct pledging to run a truthful, fair and clean campaign is important. A minority of consultants believe that part of their role is to encourage ethical behavior among candidates but most believe that their only role is to help candidates win elections. Consultants are not primarily concerned with the image that voters have of campaigns. They are concerned that their industry retains an image of professionalism among their potential clients. These norms correspond to the traditional service ethic of professional occupations, rather than to the broader framework of political ethics that we derive from democratic theory.
Conclusion


Campaign consultants closely match the self-image of an ideal-typical professional community. They report strict boundaries and define themselves as professionals comparable to those in other industries. They have outlined a model of campaign strategy by using applied knowledge; they see themselves as marketing specialists importing successful tactics from other fields, as skilled experts in consumer research, and as political analysts capable of applying generic methods to specific elections. They adhere to an ideology of service to help clients win elections and they self-consciously seek to professionalize their occupation.
 Yet in other respects the occupation does not match ideal-typical professionalism. The cyclical nature of elections and the divided party structure represent stable constraints to building and supporting occupation-wide professional institutions. Consultants’ unique relationship with government and their resistance to regulation will likely combine with these structural attributes to prevent any proscribed education or credentialing program. As a result, they are unlikely to ever reach full closure over the boundaries of their occupation or to raise high formal barriers to entry.
Despite these substantial hurdles to professionalization, consultants are motivated to pursue a professional project and they have the key cognitive features that enable the development of professional institutions: a base of applied knowledge and a service ethic. They have reached a high degree of consensus on campaign strategy and ethical business practices. Though Scammell (1998) finds campaign consulting weak in both ethical standards and applied knowledge, Scammell’s standards require consultants to support wider ethical principles and to implement precise knowledge from electoral research. It is true that both the ideology of campaign consulting and its base of knowledge remain substantially underdeveloped in comparison to those offered by doctors or lawyers but this is not a fair comparison for a professionalizing occupation. Each feature of campaign consulting already more closely resembles the professional organization of work than the bureaucratic direction of campaigns or an open market among vendors for campaign services.

Several features of the consulting occupation point to a middle stage of professionalization. There are many opportunities for training but no proscribed program of study for new entrants. Consultants have an association but not one that serves to regulate the occupation. In terms of the multi-stage professionalization model advanced by Wilensky (1964), campaign consultants have reached the occupational stability typical of the early stages. They have created some of the institutions of training and membership characteristic of the middle stages. Yet they have not pursued the agitation for self-regulation that typically comes in the later stages of professionalization. 

For professionalism to offer a useful guide to the occupation, campaign consulting does not need to reach ideal-typical professionalism. According to Freidson (2001), few occupations have complete control over their work but analysts still gain insight by comparing the professional model of work organization to consumerism and managerialism. The important distinction, for Freidson, is whether an occupation directs their work rather than consumers of the occupation’s services or managers that hire them to pursue organizational goals. Consultants cannot operate independently of political parties or candidates and each set of actors maintains some control over their work. Yet many of the important decisions in campaigns are now made by consultants and are subject to critique under the standards put forth by the occupation. Consultants are neither technicians implementing the uniform techniques of parties or artisan craftsmen offering personalized services to candidates. They have developed their own model of strategy that applies a general framework but requires implementation by those with the right combination of expertise. They have legitimated their role in campaigns by advancing a simple service ethic: they help candidates win elections. 
The professionalization model opens a new line of inquiry into campaign consulting. Scholars of campaigns should look to the sociology of work for theoretical insights, rather than restricting their analysis to changes in political institutions. Campaign consultants represent a relatively small occupation that has disproportionate influence on the political process. An analysis of the professionalization of this small sector of the economy is not especially important to general theories of economic transformation. Yet professionalization of this sector may bring about significant changes to the political system by limiting the role of traditional political elites and fundamentally altering the way that citizens select and interact with political leaders.

To understand the causes of the transformation of political campaigns and to anticipate the future of campaign practices, scholars cannot assume that changes arise through the rational use of new technologies or through changes in the relative power of political parties and candidates. The occupation that sees its purpose as developing and implementing campaign strategy is following a path that many other occupations have traversed before. The ideas and interests of a professional community in the midst of its development will likely influence the future of American campaigns, whether or not they lead to party decline or come about as a result of rational calculation. Debates about the global modernization of campaigns must also take into account the role of consultants in bringing about new strategies. Cross-national differences in campaigns will be dependent on the actors involved in campaigns rather than an inevitable consequence of available technologies.

The choices of campaign consultants are collectively determining the kind of political discussions that most Americans observe. Given the level of agreement on proper campaign strategy among consultants, we are likely to continue seeing increasingly similar campaigns across the U.S. Candidates will focus on a few wedge issues targeted at a small slice of the electorate. This set of preferred strategies has important consequences for political participation and voter satisfaction. Public opinion surveys consistently show that the public is unsatisfied with the content of political campaigns, their direction over the last two decades, and their impact on democracy (see Lipsitz et al. 2005). If consultants continue to implement occupational norms even if they are displeasing to the public, we are likely to see an increasing divergence between consultants and the public in their normative evaluation of modern campaigns. Yet professionalization should not be viewed as an inherent force for evil. If the current state of American campaigns is a consequence not of partisan institutions or rational calculation but of the business practices adopted by a young occupation, the conventional strategic model may be open to modification. The path to better campaigns might require only changes in professional norms rather than wholesale institutional reform. 

Table 1: The Consulting Occupation
	% Who Agree

	Definition of a Consultant

	“To be considered a campaign consultant, an advisor must have experience working on multiple campaigns.”
	88%

	“To be considered a campaign consultant, one must advise candidates as their primary career.”
	73%

	Control of Campaign Decision-Making

	“Serious candidates for federal office must hire professional consultants to be competitive.”
	91%

	“Candidates who take nearly all of the advice of their consultants are more likely to win.”
	86%

	Professional Status

	Political consulting, like law, business, and public administration, requires professional expertise.
	81%

	Campaign Modernization

	“Given improvements in polling and focus groups and advancements in direct mail and television marketing, the transition to modern methods of campaigning was inevitable.  These advances, rather than the rise of political consultants, are responsible for the major changes in campaigns.”
	73%

	“Political consultants have taken the best insights from research on marketing and product differentiation and applied them to political campaigns.”
	68%

	Training

	Political consultants are coming from professional training institutions.
	48%

	Political consulting requires apprenticeship training under other consultants.
	69%


Results are based on a mail survey of 148 general strategy or media consultants for U.S. Congressional campaigns in the 2002 cycle. All questionnaires were sent and returned during 2003. N=58.
Table 2: Campaign Practices
	% Who Agree

	Message

	Voters are most interested in candidate positions on policy issues.
	30%

	“There is sometimes an advantage to be gained from being ambiguous about issue positions.”
	72%

	Open-Ended: “How many policy issues can a congressional candidate reasonably focus on in his or her campaign message?”
	3: 56% 

2-4: 91% 

	Tone

	“Candidates should respond to negative attacks with counterattacks.”
	84%

	“Candidates should always start off with positive ads.”
	66%

	“Candidates should save their best attack for the last part of the campaign.”
	30%

	Targeting and Mobilization
	

	Open-Ended: “What percent of the electorate is up for grabs in an average competitive congressional election?”
	60% said between 15-25%

	Candidates should target only registered voters.
	98%

	It is in a candidate’s interest to mobilize unlikely voters when they “have an ethnic tie to a large block of voters with traditionally low turnout.”
	83%


Results are based on a mail survey of 148 general strategy or media consultants for U.S. Congressional campaigns in the 2002 cycle. All questionnaires were sent and returned during 2003. N=58.

Table 3: Professional Ideology
	% Who Agree

	The Purpose of Campaigns

	The most important “purpose of campaigns” is to “win elections” rather than to “inform voters about candidates,” to “inform representatives about the opinions of voters,” or to “get people to talk about politics with each other.”
	91%

	Ethical Standards for the Consulting Industry

	“Political consultants should not be held to ethical standards”
	5%

	“Consultants should be held to the same ethical standards as any other business profession.”
	68%

	Ethical Practices in Business and Campaigns

	“Recommending a campaign decision that is in the financial interest of the firm but not in the interest of the client” is unprofessional behavior.
	100%

	“Not Disclosing Conflict of Interest” is unprofessional behavior.
	100%

	“Using Funds for Purposes Not Invoiced” is unprofessional behavior.
	100%

	“Knowingly Underestimating Costs” is unprofessional behavior.
	93%

	“Taking Undisclosed Kickbacks” is unprofessional behavior.
	84%

	“Divulging Information About Past Clients” is unprofessional behavior.
	80%

	Consultants should recommend that candidates “sign a code of conduct pledging to run a truthful, fair and clean campaign.”
	16%


Results are based on a mail survey of 148 general strategy or media consultants for U.S. Congressional campaigns in the 2002 cycle. All questionnaires were sent and returned during 2003. N=58.
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