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Abstract Political scientists have developed accepted numerical estimates of political ideol-
ogy for legislators, candidates, parties and even nations, but interest groups lack such scores.
This absence puts interest group research at a disadvantage compared to other subfields.
I generate ideology scores for 72 groups across 10 years by combining groups’ evaluations
of Members of Congress with Poole and Rosenthal’s estimates of Members’ ideologies. Al-
ternative methods are explored, and the validity of the scores is demonstrated. Examinations
of the scores focus on the relative distribution of groups and Members of Congress and the
link between a group’s ideology and its campaign contributions.
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1 Introduction

Scholars have developed estimates for the ideological “ideal points” of legislators (Carson
and Oppenheimer 1984; Poole and Rosenthal 1991, 1997; Weisberg 1972), foreign political
parties (Middendorp 1989; Todosijevic 2004), Supreme Court justices (Martin and Quinn
2002; Segal and Cover 1989), and even nations (Voeten 2000). Meanwhile, virtually no
effort has been made to estimate the ideology of interest groups.

Ever since Downs (1957), political scientists frequently assume that voters, office-
holders, and other political actors will support politicians or policies that are closest to them
in ideological space. Yet rather than putting interest groups precisely into such a space,
researchers have had only nebulous notions that, for example, Americans for Democratic
Action (ADA) is liberal and the American Conservative Union (ACU) is conservative—but
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how liberal or conservative we cannot say. The inability to more finely locate groups in ide-
ological space has contributed to the astute observation that the interest groups literature
tends to “grow, but does not accumulate” (Baumgartner and Leech 1998, p. 17).

This paper develops a simple way to estimate the ideology of interest groups.1 These
scores can help answer questions about the ideological distribution of interest groups, rela-
tive to each other (see Gray and Lowery 1996), the public, government actors, or political
parties (e.g., Reinhardt and Victor 2007). They can also be used to explain interest groups’
campaign contributions, to examine the conditions under which groups alter their ideolog-
ical position in reaction to political events, or to measure or describe the public or national
“mood” (Stimson 1991).

This paper does not present a complicated estimation procedure. Rather, I build on a
commonly accepted measure of the ideology of Members of Congress (Poole and Rosen-
thal’s DW-NOMINATE scores) to give scholars a much-needed measure of interest group
ideology. I present ideological scores for 72 organized interest groups who distributed lists
of their preferred votes on various congressional roll call votes in the years 1997–2006.2

They represent a mix of liberal and conservative groups, narrow and broad in their concerns,
ranging from property rights, abortion, and taxes, to animal rights, poverty, and gun control.

The procedure has three simple steps. First, I collect each group’s list of important roll
call votes in a given year. I compile each group’s key votes myself, rather than relying on
groups’ published ratings of Members, since some groups double (or even triple) count
particular votes, or count abstentions or absences as “incorrect” votes. Next, the group’s
preferred votes are matched to the House Members who voted “correctly” on each roll call.
Finally, I calculate the mean of the left-right ideology estimates of all “perfectly” scoring
Members, and attribute that score to the group who selected the votes. The resulting scores
are shown in the Appendix.

The DW-NOMINATE scores on which these estimates rely has become “virtually canon-
ical” (Jackman 2000).3 The most often used alternative means of estimating Member ide-
ology is the ratings of Members by the ADA, which have various problems (Herron 2001;
Jackson and Kingdon 1992; Snyder 1992), including the fact that previously we have had
no independent measure of the ideology of the ADA itself.

The technique produces interest group ideology estimates on a single liberal-conservative
spectrum, as well as an unidentified second dimension.4 Poole and Rosenthal’s DW-
NOMINATE program allows comparisons to be made across congresses and between cham-

1By ideology, I mean simply the location of groups along a left-right continuum as demonstrated by their
voting preferences. As Poole and Rosenthal note, on most congressional votes, “everyone to one side of a
critical point will vote one way and everyone to the other side will vote the opposite way. . . . Consequently,
nearly everything becomes a straight liberal/conservative issue” (2007, p. 3).
2These data are provided by the non-profit organization Voter Information Services (2003, 2007), which gath-
ers them from the groups (http://www.vis.org). Project Vote Smart, a similar website, lists at least 100 addi-
tional groups that rate Members entirely or partly according to their roll-call votes (http://projectvotesmart.
org). Thus the universe of groups that can be scaled using the technique described here is not small, although
Ansolabehere et al.’s (2002) compilation of lobbying disclosure data and PAC donations in the 1990s finds
2,296 distinct trade and professional associations, labor unions, and citizen groups.
3Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal’s DW-NOMINATE program derives an ideology score for Members
according to their vector of votes, such that for a given vote q , Members whose ideal point is <q are more
likely to vote nay and those whose ideal point is >q are more likely to vote yea. Combining this formula for
all votes and all Members leads to a very specific ideal point for each Member, with standard errors derived
by parametric bootstrap (Lewis and Poole 2004).
4In congressional voting, the second dimension is believed by many to be related to race or civil rights, but
Poole and Rosenthal show that the first dimension clearly dominates in significance and substantive meaning.

http://www.vis.org
http://projectvotesmart.org
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bers. Accordingly, the ideology scores derived from the Poole and Rosenthal estimates can
be mapped onto like scores for representatives, senators, and even presidents.5

By isolating the few votes each group cares about, the method selects Members who are
not just liberal or conservative in general, but who are liberal or conservative on the issue the
group was organized around. As Fowler (1982) has shown, interest groups choose their key
votes knowing which Members will be rated high or low. Thus we need not be concerned
that Members’ votes on issues outside the interest group’s domain will significantly skew
the scores.

This method is substantially similar to the method used by Groseclose and Milyo (2005).
They average the ADA scores for Members who named various “policy groups” on the
floor, and attribute that score to the think tank or interest group. The present method has two
significant advantages over Groseclose and Milyo’s if our goal is to estimate interest group
ideology (their goal was to estimate bias in the media). Substantively, since we are interested
in interest group preferences, it makes more sense for the groups to select Members who
reflect their ideology than for Members to choose groups. Pragmatically, it is far less labor-
intensive to use the scorecards of interest groups than to search the Congressional Record for
Members’ references to various think tanks. Moreover, several groups in the Groseclose and
Milyo study also release voting scorecards, which allows us to compare the two methods.
For the nine groups that were scaled using both methods, the correlation between theirs and
mine is remarkably high at −0.989, despite completely different methods of gathering data
and slightly different time periods.6

2 Evaluating the scores

To assess the validity of the scores, let us first look at the distribution of groups. Figures 1
and 2 demonstrate that the scores pass the quick test of our expectations: ADA and ACU
are strongly liberal and conservative respectively; Peace Majority is the most liberal and the
John Birch Society most conservative. Further, the scores (as shown in the top line of Fig. 3)
are not normally or uniformly distributed, but are polarized on the left and right.

The scores allow us to compare the ideologies of these interest groups to Members of
Congress. If it is the case that the interest group population comprises the most active, polit-
ically concerned individuals who share a common interest (just as congressional committees
tend to represent Members who are most concerned about a policy area—but see Krehbiel
1990), we would expect the median interest group on each side to be more ideologically ex-
treme than the respective party medians in the House of Representatives (Hall and Grofman
1990; Snyder 1992). (An alternative hypothesis is that groups might be more evenly spread,
since at least one scholar—Krehbiel 1994, p. 68—believes the purpose of interest groups’
ratings is “to discriminate more finely between legislators in the middle range of a policy

Applying Poole’s optimal classification technique to the groups in this paper (a subject I will return to) pro-
duces second-dimension estimates that improve correct classification by only 0.3% over the first dimension
alone.
5Such comparisons should be done with caution since the reliability of the scores varies. Reliability is cap-
tured in the standard error of the mean, which accounts for the numbers of votes and Members used to
calculate each score (see Appendix). As Poole, Rosenthal, and their colleagues have spent decades trying to
develop standard errors for their estimates, I make no further attempt to do so in this paper. Users may choose
to drop scores that use fewer than five votes.
6Their selection of Members is drawn from floor speeches made in the period from 1993 through 2002;
I compute the average score for each group across the years 1997–2006.
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Fig. 1 Each marker represents the average score for the group (or for House Democrats, as noted) across the
years 1997–2006. Fifteen groups are omitted for legibility

spectrum.”) Indeed, nearly 70% of the groups in the sample are more extreme than the aver-
age Republican and Democratic Members of Congress. This apparent extremism of interest
groups relative to Members sometimes is assumed but has not before been demonstrated
empirically.

In addition, the conservative groups in this sample are also farther away from zero than
liberal groups are—probably due to the Republican-dominated Congress active during the
time period under study here. Some socially oriented conservative groups, such as the Fam-
ily Research Council, John Birch Society and American Conservative Union, are farther to
the right than some fiscally or security-oriented conservative groups, such as the National
Federation of Independent Business, American Security Council, and League of Private
Property Voters. However, the second-dimension scores produced by averaging “perfect”
Members’ second-dimension DW-NOMINATE scores do not divide along a social-fiscal di-
mension, or any other identifiable dimension. This lack of meaning for interest groups’ sec-
ond dimension makes sense, since each interest group is interested in something different—
the environment, health care, foreign policy—and such groups are likely to see government
involvement in their issue to be more important than government involvement in other is-
sues. Some scholars are starting to explore the meaning or existence of a second dimension
for interest group ideology (e.g., Heaney 2004).

To further assess the scores’ validity, I compare groups’ scores to their campaign contri-
bution patterns. Poole et al. (1987) show that among 12 political action committees (PACs)
who both rated Members and contributed to many races, the higher the rating, the more
money the group is likely to give to that Member. From this and from general expectations,
we can expect that the more conservative a group, the greater the percentage of its contribu-
tions it will give to Republicans as opposed to Democrats. Indeed, as shown in Fig. 4, the
percentage of a group’s contributions to Republican as opposed to Democratic House can-
didates is well predicted by the group’s left-right ideology score. The group ideology score
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Fig. 2 Each interest group marker represents the average score for the group (or for Republicans or all
Members of the House, as noted) across the years 1997–2006. Four groups are omitted for legibility

Fig. 3 Each marker represents one group-year. The party and House medians are the DW-NOMINATE
average across the five congresses

predicts the percentage of contributions to Republicans very well, with an R2 of 0.954 and
a correlation of 0.977 (root mean standard error 0.092).

While a positive relationship may not seem surprising, the strength of the relationship
is interesting in light of a debate in the literature over the connection between ideology
and PAC donations. Various studies have shown that the way a PAC chooses to allocate its
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Fig. 4 Each marker represents one group-year. Groups on the 50% line actually gave no money to political
campaigns

contributions is largely a function of Members’ party (Herndon 1982; Wilcox 1989) and/or
ideology (Gopoian 1984; Grier and Munger 1993; Poole et al. 1987). But Grenzke finds
that “in general, the incumbent’s party affiliation is one of the least important considera-
tions when the PAC allocates its money” (1989, p. 254) The relationship shown here is
also important evidence that the ideological groups in this sample appear to be following
an electoral strategy (Wright 1989), rather than an access strategy (Hall and Wayman 1990;
Langbein 1986) in their PAC money allocation patterns.

The strong relationship between contributions and ideology might also be less interesting
if it is only ideologically extreme interest groups that have PACs. But Fig. 4 (and t -tests)
show that the groups in this sample who have PACs are no more ideologically extreme than
those without them. The decision of ideologically oriented as to whether or not to form a
PAC—a question not yet sufficiently addressed in the literature—does not appear to depend
on how extreme or mainstream the interest group is.7 The finding that PAC formation may
be independent of group ideology is also statistically testable only with numerical ideology
estimates of interest groups.

3 Comparing alternative methods

I argue that Members who are perfect on a voting scorecard well represent the underlying
ideology of a group. But critics might argue that using only perfectly scoring Members dis-
cards too much information about how groups viewed “imperfect” Members. In particular,
the ideology of groups without any “perfect” Members cannot be estimated at all. Two pos-
sible solutions are to use a cutoff point of less than 100%, or to use a weighted average.

7Rather, the literature has focused almost exclusively on corporate PACs (for a survey and critique, see Gray
and Lowery 1997).
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In Fig. 3, scores produced from the DW-NOMINATE scores of Members who vote with
the group 90, 85, or 80% of the time yield substantially similar results, showing that the
scores are robust to small changes in the cutoff. However, while a cutoff of 90% produces
scores with greater variance than at 100%, a cutoff of 80% produces lower variance than the
higher cutoffs do—suggesting that a cutoff of less than 100% would produce inconsistent
estimates. Weighting all Members’ DW-NOMINATE score according to each group’s rating
of each Member produces even more ambiguous results by artificially pushing groups to the
center. If the weighted averages in Fig. 3 are to be believed, virtually all of the groups in
the sample are more moderate than the median Republican or Democratic Member of the
House.

I also used the alternative cutoff points to predict the proportion of campaign donations to
Republicans. Again, there is no linear relationship between the cutoff points and the ability
to explain contributions. A 90% cutoff actually has the highest R2 (0.957), but an 85%
cutoff performs worse (R2 = 0.916) than an 80% cutoff (R2 = 0.935). The weighted average
has a low R2 (0.919) and the highest error. The 100 and 90% scores are almost identical
(correlation = 0.998), but I consider the 100% cutoff superior for the theoretical reason that
it excludes Members who have voted against the group’s interest, and the methodological
reason that any other cutoff is arbitrary and could lead to significant inconsistencies.

A complementary problem is that when groups select only a few votes in a given year, the
number of Members averaged may be high, drawing the group artificially toward the center.
For example, both the Christian Coalition and the Humane Society used only one vote to
rate Members in 2002, resulting in a slightly liberal score for the Christian Coalition and
pushing the Humane Society’s previously liberal score just to the right of zero. In general,
the scores are not especially sensitive to the number of votes used. My examination of these
data persuades me that five votes, and usually fewer, are enough to generate reasonable
estimates. Still, users may choose to drop scores that rely on a very small number of votes
to rate Members.

Another possible critique is that because the available population of roll call votes varies
by year, interest group movement in space could be a product of the issues considered in a
given year rather than any change in ideology. Yet as Fowler (1982) learned, even as issues
change, groups still keep in mind the Members they wish to rate highly when making their
selection of important votes. Further, while in the present paper interest groups’ scores are
derived from their most important votes in a calendar year, the Poole and Rosenthal scores
they are based on change only every two years. Therefore, any movement by groups from
the first session to the second session in a Congress must come from choices by the group,
not movement by Members. Researchers could exploit this recurring natural experiment to
make inferences about the conditions under which groups change their preferences.

Several scholars have suggested alternative methods that I should compare against my
own. One possibility is to focus on Members who voted counter to all of the group’s pre-
ferred votes, since voting against a measure can be easier than voting for it. Yet almost half
(47%) of the groups’ preferred votes were “No” votes. The scores produced by this alter-
native are considerably worse predictors of campaign contributions (R2 = 0.786). Another
idea for an ideology estimate is the Pearson correlation coefficient between a group’s rating
of each Member and the DW-NOMINATE score for that Member. This method generates
a scale from −1 to +1, with liberal groups having negative correlations and conservative
groups having positive correlations. However, this correlation is truly a measure of the di-
mensionality of each group’s scoring of Members, and as evidence, the lowest-scoring group
(averaged across years) is the ADA and the highest is the ACU, which may well be the most
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typically liberal and conservative groups, but not the most extreme.8 Yet another idea is to
average the Poole and Rosenthal scores of the Members who voted with the group on all or
all but one vote. The scores produced by this method correlate with mine at 0.960, and pre-
dict contributions with an R2 of 0.874. As with lowering the cutoffs, this alternative captures
Members who are less ideologically representative of the groups’ preferences, and tends to
push groups toward the center.

Finally, Keith Poole graciously plugged 73 groups for which I had preferred votes into
his W-NOMINATE and Optimal Classification (OC) programs (see his website, http://
voteview.com). Doing so allowed us to scale the groups and House Members simultane-
ously, as if the groups were voting Members with many abstentions. Although we aggre-
gated the data across five congresses in order to generate reliable estimates, only 61 groups
could be scaled given the number of votes they “cast.” Using various methods of aggregation
and averaging, my annual scores, which rely on Members’ DW-NOMINATE scores, were
compared to Poole’s ten-year-period scores, which use W-NOMINATE or OC methods. The
scores produced by W-NOMINATE and OC correlate with my scores at 0.88 or better, which
is quite high given the multiple adjustments needed to compare them.9 Further, while my
scores predict contributions to Republicans with an R2 of 0.95, the OC and W-NOMINATE
scores perform less well, with R2s of 0.91 and 0.79, respectively. Moreover, Poole’s meth-
ods when applied to interest groups are difficult to use, require more data and produce more
instances of missing observations than mine do, and do not allow groups’ positions to vary
over time (unless ten or more congresses are used).

Interestingly, by scaling the groups and Members of Congress in the same matrix, we can
say with much more certainty that the groups in this sample are more ideologically extreme
than most Members of Congress. Averaged across the ten-year period, my method suggests
that 72.6% of the groups are more extreme than the appropriate party median, although no
group is more extreme than the most extreme Members of the House. Quite similarly, 70.5%
of the OC-scaled groups are more extreme than the OC-scaled median Member of the ap-
propriate party, and 11.5% are more extreme than the most extreme liberal and conservative
House Members.10 Thus my estimates of interest group ideology are no more extreme than
the results generated by plugging groups and Members simultaneously into the same scal-
ing program, and provides strong support for my contention that the interest groups in this
sample are truly more ideologically extreme than the majority of Congress.

This paper has shown that estimating the ideology of interest groups who rate Members
of Congress is both possible and simple, and that such scores are needed in the subfield. In
total, ten alternative methods were compared against the method I advocate, and none was
demonstrated to be as easy to use and more highly correlated with groups’ partisan con-
tributions. Future research should build on these scores by extending the time period and
number of groups scaled. Researchers might try to identify the second dimension, although
this paper suggests there may not be a single meaning for a second dimension. The strong

8For example, the ADA and ACU are unlikely to be more ideologically extreme than Peace Action or the
Friends Committee on National Legislation (a Quaker anti-war group) on the left, or the John Birch Society
or Eagle Forum on the right. Nevertheless, these alternative scores predict partisan campaign contributions at
the same rate as the method I advocate (R2 = 0.954; root MSE = 0.093) and exhibit a similar distribution
pattern (the correlation between my scores and this alternative is 0.959).
9By comparison, scholars who have developed their own methods of scaling legislators find correlations
between two methods of 0.77 and above to be “fairly high” (Clinton and Meirowitz 2001, p. 251) or superior
to others (Bailey 2001).
10W-NOMINATE scores that are generated by few votes tend to push voters to the extremes; OC does not
have this effect and therefore is the more appropriate comparison.

http://voteview.com
http://voteview.com
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correlation between groups’ scores and PAC contributions implies that scholars might rea-
sonably estimate the ideology of many more groups and even challenger candidates, whose
ideal points are difficult to determine.11 This would give scholars even outside the interest
group literature an important tool for understanding electoral and related phenomena.

11PACs’ ideologies could be estimated using the method here; then the scores for the PACs that donate to a
challenger could be averaged (possibly weighted by dollar amount) and attributed to the challenger.
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