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incumbents, but also that this huge imbalance has 
increased over the past decade. About 80 percent of PAC 
contributions go to incumbent members of Congress.107 
While most PACs want to curry favor with incumbents of 
either party, some tend to channel their money to one 
party. For instance, business interests, the American 
Medical Association, pro-life groups, Christian groups, 
and the NRA tend to support Republican candidates; and 
labor groups, the Association of Trial Lawyers of America, 
the National Education Association, and environmental 
and pro-choice groups give primarily to Democrats.

The ability to make sizable and strategically placed 
campaign contributions buys an interest group access to 
government officials.108 Access gives the interest group the 
ability to talk to a representative and members of his or 
her staff and to present information relevant to the poli-
cies they seek to initiate, change, or protect. Access is 
important because representatives have any number of 
competing interests vying for their time. Money is meant 
to oil the door hinge of a representative’s office so that it 
swings open for the interest group. For instance, the 
Clinton administration was well known in its early years 
for allowing major donors to stay in the Lincoln bedroom 
of the White House. The access bought by campaign 
contributions is usually less blatant, but officials know 
who has supported their campaigns, and they are unlikely 
to forget it when the interest group comes knocking at 
their doors.

The relationship between money and political influence 
is extremely controversial. Many critics argue that this 
money buys more than just access; rather, they charge, it 
buys votes. The circumstantial evidence is strong. For 

instance, in the Senate deliberations on a public option in 
health care, which would have provided individuals with an 
alternative to private health care insurance, the thirty sena-
tors who supported the public option had received an 
average of $15,937 in contributions from the health care 
industry in the previous six years, compared to the $37,322 
that was received, on average, by the seventy senators who 
opposed it.109

However, in the matter of vote buying, systematic 
studies of congressional voting patterns are mixed. These 
studies show that the influence of campaign contributions 
is strongest in committees, where most bills are drafted. 
However, once the bill reaches the floor of the House or 
the Senate, there is no consistent link between campaign 
contributions and roll-call voting.110 This suggests that 
campaign contributions influence the process of creating 
and shaping the legislation, and thus defining the policy 
alternatives. Nonetheless, the final outcome of a bill is 
determined by political circumstances that go beyond the 
campaign contributions of interest groups.

Leadership

Leadership is an intangible element in the success or 
failure of an interest group. We mentioned earlier that an 
effective and charismatic leader or interest group entre-
preneur can help a group organize even if it lacks other 
resources. In the same way, such a leader can keep a group 
going when it seems to lack the support from other 
sources. Candy Lightner’s role in MADD and César 
Chavez’s leadership of the United Farm Workers are 
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Figure 13.4  �PAC Contributions to Congressional Campaigns by Type of Contest, 
1998–2012

Source: Federal Election Commission, “Campaign Finance Statistics,” http: www.fec.gov/press/campaign_finance_statistics.shtml.

Leave Policy to the Lobbyists?


