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Environmental Advocacy in Washington: 

A Comparison with Other Interest Groups
Abstract:

Environmental organizations in Washington are one sector of a larger interest group community, but environmental advocacy is typically studied independently. Descriptive and comparative analysis of 92 Washington environmental organizations and more than 1,600 other advocacy organizations reveals that the structure and behavior of environmental groups is typical of constituency interest organizations and differs in only a few systematic ways. On average, environmental organizations are better staffed than other groups and more likely to be actively involved in the courts. Yet in most respects, environmental representation matches the broader patterns of organized interest advocacy in Congress, the administration, and the media. 

The study of environmental organizations is a large and active field of interdisciplinary scholarship. Though scholars in the field often make comparisons to other interest organizations or social movements, there has been little systematic analysis of what distinguishes the political activities of environmental organizations from those of other groups. Are national environmental organizations unique in their structures and strategies? Are they more or less prominent and involved in policymaking than advocates of other perspectives? Answering these questions requires a comparative perspective that takes into account the typical behavior of a broader range of advocacy organizations.
As a starting point, I compare Washington environmental organizations to the organized representatives of other public constituencies in American national politics. Environmental organizations with an office in Washington significantly and regularly influence national policymaking (see Baumgartner and Jones 1993). Yet they often face challenges that are similar to those encountered by other representatives of public perspectives (see Shaiko 1999). By examining the similarities and differences between environmental organizations and the larger community of advocacy organizations, we can gain insight on environmental advocacy and assess its causes and consequences.
Several scholars have evaluated the structure and strategy of national environmental advocacy without investigating how environmental organizations compare to other advocacy groups. Schlosberg and Dryzek (2002), for example, argue that the environmental movement has pursued a “dual strategy” of inclusion within civil society and action outside of the traditional sphere of state activity. They advocate a return to strategies that emphasize public mobilization over traditional interest group lobbying. Other scholars report that the prospects for the success of the environmental movement have declined as national environmental organizations have pursued traditional interest advocacy. Dowie (1995), for example, bemoans the institutionalization of national environmental organizations as a move to “irrelevance.” He contends that environmental organizations transformed into traditional interest groups because of unfortunate decisions by organizational leaders. In contrast to these assessments, some scholars contend that national environmental organizations use a distinct strategic repertoire. In a survey of organizational strategy, Dalton et al. (2003:750) distinguish between “conventional activities” and those aimed at “networking” or “mobilizing” supporters. They claim that environmental organizations exhibit more “expressive, public-oriented mobilizing activities” than other groups. Zelwietro (1998) contends that new communications media, such as the World Wide Web, allow environmental organizations to use new types of tactics to differentiate themselves from other political groups. 
Yet we should not make assumptions about the “conventional” structure of organized representation or summarily criticize environmental interest group organizing as ineffective without evaluating how the features of environmental organizations compare to other constituency organizations in Washington. Research on interest organizations demonstrates that many types of groups represent public constituencies in Washington using a variety of tactics, including direct lobbying and public mobilization (see Walker 1991, Berry 1999). Washington now features more than 400 single-issue or ideological groups, more than 150 organizations representing ethnic and religious groups, and almost 200 additional organizations representing other social constituencies such as women and the elderly. There are also more than 500 professional associations and unions with political offices in the Washington area. This community is heterogeneous; the organizations differ markedly in their activity profiles and their relative levels of involvement in policymaking. Yet few Washington organizations representing public constituencies participate in only one kind of political activity. Many are active in all three branches of national government. Most also attempt to spread their political messages through the media and to mobilize public supporters. To evaluate how national environmental organizations compare to these other advocacy groups, we cannot observe them in isolation. By asking if and how their structure and activities differ from other groups, we can draw more thorough conclusions about their behavior and make better recommendations regarding their future strategies.
I investigate the degree to which Washington environmental organizations are unique among national advocacy organizations. I compare environmental groups in Washington to over 1,600 other advocacy organizations representing different issue perspectives and constituencies. First, I analyze the structure of environmental groups and other advocacy organizations. Second, I compare the activities, prominence, and policymaking involvement of environmental organizations and other groups. Third, I compare how Washington environmental organizations and other advocacy groups attempt to mobilize their constituencies to influence policymakers. The comparison is limited to organizations with a political presence in the Washington area; as a result, it cannot offer conclusions about any potential differences between locally-organized environmental groups and local organizations that represent other perspectives. The goal is to give a description of organized environmental representation in American national politics while highlighting the features that make environmental political organization similar to and distinct from the general patterns of organized representation in Washington.
Data and Method 
The information on organized environmental representation includes compiled data on the population of 92 environmental organizations that have a political office in the Washington area. To identify these environmental organizations, I use the Washington Representatives directory. I confirmed the population by checking the Encyclopedia of Associations, The Capital Source, the Government Affairs Yellow Book, Public Interest Profiles, and the Washington Information Directory. I rely on names, reference text descriptions, and organizational Web sites to determine that they seek to represent environmental concerns in national politics.
 To compare environmental organizations to those representing other constituencies, I use a population of more than 1,600 other organizations with an office in Washington that speak on behalf of social groups or public political perspectives.
 In addition to environmental groups, the population includes representatives of 122 other single-issue perspectives, 9 ideological perspectives, 23 religious groups, 40 ethnic groups, 254 occupational groups, and 78 other social constituencies. This community incorporates the wide range of groups that Andrews and Edwards (2004) label “advocacy organizations,” including organizations sometimes referred to as public interest groups or social movement organizations. The population of constituency representative organizations in Washington is composed of approximately one-quarter representatives of identity groups such as ethnic and religious organizations and one-third occupational groups such as unions and professional associations; the remaining organizations are primarily issue advocacy groups. I use the same procedures to identify the entire population of organizations.
Below, I compare information on the structural characteristics and policymaking activities of environmental organizations and all other constituency advocacy organizations. For structural characteristics, I report the proportion of organizations with public membership, the proportion with state or local chapters, and the proportion with associated Political Action Committees (PACs). I also report the average age of the organizations, the average size of their issue agendas, the average size of their political staff, and the average number of outside lobbyists that they have hired.
 To assess the prominence of these organizations in Washington, I report the average number of times that the organizations were mentioned in Washington print publications directed at policymakers, the average number of times they were mentioned in television news broadcasts, and the average number of times they were mentioned in Congressional floor debate from 1995-2004. For involvement in policymaking activity, I report the average number of times they testified before Congressional committees and appeared at public political events in Washington over the decade and the average number of times that they were mentioned in administrative agency decisions, federal court documents, and presidential papers during the same period.
 I confirm the reliability of the data by content analyzing a subset of the mentions of each organization.
 To assess the similarities and differences between environmental organizations and other constituency representatives, I test for statistically significant differences for each indicator.
As a second basis of comparison, I also analyze data gathered from a content analysis of organizational Web sites. These data were collected between February and May of 2005 from all organizations in the population that had Web sites.
 Below, I report the average number of links to the Web sites of environmental organizations and other advocacy organizations and the average number of requests that their Web sites make for visitors to engage in political action.
 I also report the per cent of organizations in each group whose Web sites instruct users to call Congress, attend a protest, and attend an in-person meeting as well as the percentage of organizations whose Web sites mention current legislation or executive agency decisions. The content analysis is designed to assess whether and how organizations are engaged in mobilization of supporters. Though the organizations may engage in other mobilization using their offline resources, such as newsletters, their tactical focus on the Web is likely to be similar to their tactical focus in other public communications.


If groups representing environmental concerns in Washington are unique in their structure, activity profiles, policymaking involvement, or mobilization strategies, they should distinguish themselves from organizations representing other constituencies in Washington. If they resemble other interest organizations, the analysis provides suggestive evidence that the causes of environmental organization behavior are similar to the generic factors that influence national interest mobilization and policymaking involvement. If environmental organizations do distinguish themselves from other groups, this analysis should illustrate how they are distinct.

Results
Environmental organizations are an active and typical sector of the Washington interest group community. Each environmental organization in Washington has a somewhat different focus on policymaking involvement in each of the branches of government, presentation of their message in the media, and participation in political events. The basic structural characteristics of each organization, such as their size, their longevity, and the breadth of their agenda, likely affect their overall prominence and involvement in national politics. Yet the environmental community in Washington is internally heterogeneous and does not share a strategic orientation that differentiates its activities from those of other advocacy organizations representing different constituencies and issue perspectives.

Are there any characteristics that make environmental organizations distinct from other advocacy organizations? The 92 environmental organizations do distinguish themselves in some ways from the more than 1,600 organizations representing other public constituencies in Washington. If I separate environmental organizations as a category, I find several statistically significant differences. For the most part, however, the differences are limited and intuitive. When the environmental organizations do stand out, it is sometimes due to the particular features of other interest group sectors rather than the circumstances of environmental groups. The similarities between environmental organizations and other interest groups are often just as striking as the differences.
Table 1 reports similarities and differences in the structure, activity profiles, and policymaking involvement of environmental organizations and other constituency interest organizations. There are several distinct structural features but also some similarities with other groups. Despite the emphasis on mass mobilization in scholarship on environmental politics, Washington environmental organizations are slightly less likely to be connected to a public membership than other advocacy organizations, though the difference is statistically insignificant. They are slightly less likely to have state or local chapters, but the difference is again insignificant. Yet environmental organizations are less than half as likely to have associated PACs and this difference is statistically significant. Professional associations and unions often create PACs but most identity groups and single-issue groups are similar to environmental organizations in their lack of emphasis on PACs. The results also demonstrate that environmental organizations are several years younger than other advocacy organizations, on average, but the difference is not statistically significant. The main significant difference in organizational structure is that environmental organizations have larger staffs of internal political representatives, on average, than other groups. They hire fewer external lobbyists, on average, but the results are insignificant. Even though environmental organizations are often considered archetypal single-issue groups, the average size of their issue agendas is similar to the overall average among constituency advocacy organizations.
[Insert Table 1]
The results also demonstrate that national environmental organizations are not outliers in their level of prominence in Washington. In terms of their appearances in the media, environmental organizations have a similar level of communication directed at policymakers through the Washington print media and communication directed at public audiences through television news. On average, they are mentioned slightly more often in the Washington print media, though the difference is statistically insignificant. Environmental organizations, on average, are mentioned insignificantly more often in Congressional floor debates than other constituency organizations. Many environmental organizations are quite prominent in Washington but, as a category, they do not distinguish themselves from other advocacy groups.

The activity profiles of Washington environmental organizations are also typical of the Washington advocacy community, though there are some notable differences. When compared to other advocacy organizations, environmental organizations testify more often before Congressional committees but the difference falls short of statistical significance. On average, environmental groups are only insignificantly more involved in administrative agency rulemaking. The most important departure from traditional interest representation by environmental groups is their substantial reliance on the federal courts. They are significantly more active in litigation than other advocacy groups. On average, environmental organizations are mentioned in federal court documents more than four times as often as other constituency interest organizations. They are mentioned less often in the announcements and directives of the White House than other advocacy organizations, though the difference does not obtain statistical significance. They are also no more or less likely to participate in the public events of the Washington political community.
In their public mobilizing tactics, Washington environmental organizations also do not distinguish themselves dramatically. Table 2 summarizes the results of a comparative analysis of activism on organizational Web sites. We can compare the propensity of environmental and other constituency organizations to use the Internet and to engage in online grassroots mobilization. According to these data, the environmental organizations are not more active on the Web or more activist in their online orientation than other advocacy organizations. On average, their Web sites are slightly but insignificantly more prominently linked from other sites. Visitors to the Web sites of environmental organizations are not more likely to be asked to take political action. Like other constituency organizations, environmental groups request that their online constituents take only a small number of actions in support of their political agenda. Environmental organizations in Washington are not currently promoting archetypal social movement activities on their sites, such as protests or in-person meetings. They are just as likely as other organizations to request that their supporters petition Congress or executive agencies. Like other constituency representatives, environmental groups are most focused on mobilizing supporters to call Congress in order to influence legislation. Though the organizations may engage in other advocacy and mobilization using their offline resources, these results provide no reason to expect that environmental organizations with an office in Washington will be more likely to engage in grassroots activity than other advocacy organizations.
[Insert Table 2]

Environmental organizations do differ from other constituency organizations in some important ways but they do not stand out in a comparative analysis. Among the twenty-two indicators of organizational structure and behavior analyzed here, the attributes of environmental organizations were statistically different from other groups on only three. Though the analysis found a few other statistically insignificant but substantively important differences, most were quite small. Some of these differences involve the unique structural features of unions and professional associations, rather than a unique form or strategic focus for environmental advocacy. None of the evidence demonstrated that Washington environmental organizations focused more on outside mobilization strategies. The one important case in which Washington environmental organizations are outliers is their high propensity to use the courts. The features of each environmental organization likely affect their level of involvement and their strategic choices but representing environmental concerns does not appear to separate these organizations from the structure and activity profile of typical Washington advocacy organizations.

Conclusion

Evaluating environmental organization in a comparative framework can help advance theoretical understanding while highlighting empirical differences and similarities among environmental organizations and other interest organizations. Organizations representing environmental concerns are a large and important part of the Washington community. Their behavior is likely to affect the consideration of political issues and the direction of policy development in the United States. Yet because their structure and activities resemble the characteristics of other Washington interest organizations, they are best characterized as a typical sector of constituency interest organizations encountering the types of challenges and opportunities that all representative organizations face in Washington.

As a category, Washington environmental organizations do differ from other advocacy organizations in a few important ways. First, the primary important and distinct feature of environmental representation is their heavy reliance on the courts.
 Second, they are less active in starting PACs. Third, they have larger political staffs, on average, than other advocacy organizations. On average, they also testify to Congress more often but are mentioned in Presidential papers less often; these differences, however, were not large enough to produce statistical significance. Washington environmental organizations are also insignificantly younger than other advocacy groups and insignificantly less likely to have a public membership.
Just as importantly, environmental organizations have developed structures and activity profiles that are similar to other constituency organizations. They are not more connected to state or local chapters or more likely to hire lobbyists. They are not significantly more likely to use the media or to focus on mass audiences rather than elite audiences in their communications through the media. They do not promote wider or narrower issue agendas than other advocacy groups. They are no more or less likely to be involved in administrative agency rulemaking, Washington events, or Congressional policymaking. They are no more likely to use the Web for public organizing and no more activist in their mobilizing tactics. The general portrait of environmental organizations is typical of Washington interest organizations. 

Yet organized environmentalists are far from a homogenous sector of organizations with similar activity profiles. Just as all interest organizations have unique features, national environmental organizations differ from each other in almost every possible way, especially in their relative prominence, their structure, and their policymaking activities. As a group, the Washington environmental organizations do not stand out from other Washington groups in a comparative analysis. On average, they are about as prominent and active in Washington policymaking as other advocacy organizations. Rather than focusing on a particular strategic repertoire, they appear to use the same broad set of tactics relied on by most advocates of constituency interests.

These findings confirm some previous assertions by scholars of environmental politics but also raise questions about any claims of exceptionalism in national environmental advocacy. The critiques of national environmental organizations advanced by Schlosberg and Dryzek (2002) and Dowie (1995) are apparently accurate in their assessments that Washington environmental organizations operate primarily as traditional interest groups. Washington environmental organizations pursue the public mobilization strategies found by Dalton et al. (2003:750) and the online advocacy detected by Zelwietro (1998) but they do so in the same way that all national advocacy organizations engage in these strategies. Rather than providing support for any particular theory of the environmental movement, however, the results suggest that an explanation for the form and behavior of environmental advocacy in Washington may be found in generic models of interest advocacy and its transformation over the past half-century (see Walker 1991; Berry 1999).
This comparative analysis therefore has important implications for how scholars study national environmental advocacy. Buttel (1987) reports that environmental scholarship grew out of a concern about how “new social movements” would position themselves in the political system. According to Buttel, environmental scholarship has always been motivated by a challenge to mainstream ideas about how politics is conducted; theories of environmental politics are often based on grand narratives of social movements even though the empirical discussions are generated by middle-range political behavior. We cannot infer from the results presented here that all environmental advocacy is similar in form and strategy to that pursued by environmental organizations with an office in Washington. Yet a traditional model of interest group organizing seems to account for much of the behavior of a large and important category of organizations engaged in policymaking on behalf of environmental interests. It is possible that theories developed from a broad analysis of interest group competition may now be more relevant for understanding their behavior than theories focused on social movement styles of mobilization.
Environmental political representation is likely to be subject to similar opportunities and constraints to those present in ethnic, religious, occupational, ideological, and other single-issue representation. Environmental organization has some important particularities when compared to other types of organization but the form and dynamics of national environmental representation do not make environmental groups a major outlier in the interest group universe. Even given their historical association with social movements, we should not expect national environmental organizations to operate differently than other interest groups or to pursue substantially distinct strategies. Despite some unique features, environmental organizations in Washington are better seen as case studies of the wider process of interest mobilization and advocacy in American national politics. 
Table 1: The Structure and Activities of Environmental Organizations and Other Interest Groups
	
	Environmental Organizations
	All Other Constituency Interest Organizations

	% of Organizations with Members
	38.0%
	48.2%

	% of Organizations with Chapters
	15.2%
	19.4%

	% of Organizations with PACs
	4.3%*
	11.7%

	Organizational Age
	36.1
	42.2

	# of Political Staff
	3.4*
	2.5

	# of Outside Lobbyists
	0.6
	1.0

	# of Issue Areas
	1.9
	2.1

	D.C. Media Mentions
	120.1
	92.9

	Television News Mentions
	583.3
	588.3

	Floor of Congress Mentions
	43.3
	35.6

	Testimony to Congress
	7.0
	4.5

	Mentions in Admin. Agency Rules
	48.0
	39.5

	Mentions in Federal Court Docs.
	114.0***
	27.3

	Mentions in Presidential Papers
	0.6
	1.1

	D.C. Event Calendar Mentions
	45.5
	44.3


Table entries in the first three rows are the per cent of organizations in each category that have public members, state or local chapters, or associated Political Action Committees.  Table entries in the bottom twelve rows report the mean among environmental organizations and the mean among all constituency interest organizations. Data on organizational mentions cover the period from January 1, 1995 to December 31, 2004. The significance indicators for differences in proportions are based on a Pearson chi-square test. The significance indicators for differences in means are based on a two-sample t-test with equal variances assumed. ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05 (two-tailed).

Table 2: Web Sites of Environmental Organizations and Other Interest Groups
	
	Environmental Organizations
	All Other Constituency Interest Organizations

	# of Links to Site
	767.3
	621.5

	 # of Action Requests
	2.1
	2.3

	Direct to Call Congress
	22.8%
	24.4%

	Mention Protest
	0.0%
	0.1%

	Mention In-Person Meeting
	3.3%
	5.2%

	Mention Legislation
	29.3%
	31.1%

	Mention Executive Agency
	1.1%
	1.1%


Table entries in the first two rows report the mean among environmental organizations and the mean among all constituency interest organizations. Table entries in the bottom five rows are the per cent of organizations in each category that mentioned each activity on their Web sites. The significance indicators for differences in means are based on a two-sample t-test with equal variances assumed. The significance indicators for differences in proportions are based on a Pearson chi-square test. ***p<.001; **p<.01; *p<.05 (two-tailed).
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� If an organization claimed to represent environmental interests, it was included in the population unless it lobbies primarily against government intervention designed to protect the environment. Using reference text summaries and organizational Web sites, a research assistant and I agreed on the classification of each organization. In a reliability analysis of a sample of organizations, we reached the same coding decisions for more than 95 per cent of organizations.


� To be included in the population, organizations must claim to speak on behalf of a public issue perspective or social group that is larger than their official membership. Individual corporate policy offices, trade associations of corporations, and governmental units are not included in the population. I gathered complete data for 1,454 out of 1,710 organizations in the population.


� I rely on reference directories and organizational Web sites to assess organizational age and whether organizations have public membership and affiliated sub-national chapters. I use the number of political staff representatives, external lobbyists, issue areas, and associated PACs reported in Washington Representatives.


� For Washington media mentions, I search for organizational names in Roll Call, The Hill, National Journal, Congress Daily, The Hotline, Congressional Quarterly, and the Washington Post. For television news mentions, I search for organizational names in the database of broadcast transcripts recorded by the Video Monitoring Services of America. The database includes television transcripts of national cable and network news programs and summaries of local news broadcasts in major metropolitan areas. For Congressional floor mentions, I search for the organizational names in the Congressional Record. For Congressional testimony, I use a content analysis of the Federal Document Clearing House Congressional Hearing Transcripts. For participation in Washington political events, I search for organizational names in the Federal News Service Daybook, The Washington Daybook, and the database of the Federal Document Clearing House Political Transcripts. The listings and transcripts provide information on organizations that participated in conferences and public hearings that took place in Washington. For administrative agency involvement, I search for organizational names in the Lexis-Nexis database of administrative agency final rules and decisions. For court involvement, I search for organizational names in the Lexis-Nexis database of all federal court case documents. For presidential involvement, I search for organizational names in the Papers of the Presidents. All searches include material from January 1, 1995 through December 31, 2004.


� I search for organizations using multiple forms of the organizational name when appropriate.  I assess 30 mentions of each organizational name to ensure that the references were to the correct organization. In a reliability check, a research assistant and I agreed on the number of mentions for more than 90 per cent of organizations.


� A research assistant visited the home page of all organizations along with one other page that appeared to be the most likely to call for direct action among supporters. I content analyzed a sample of the Web sites and agreed with more than 90 per cent of her coding decisions.


� For hyperlinks to organizational Web sites, I use the number of backward links reported by Google. Information on the number of action requests derive from the content analysis.


� Other organizations heavily involved in regulatory issues also rely on the courts to challenge corporations and administrative agencies, suggesting that this difference may be based on issue area rather than unique strategic decisions.





