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The National Association of REALTORS®
 (NAR) is the nation’s largest trade association. The group’s political action committee (RPAC) has topped the list of “Top 20 PAC Contributors to Federal Candidates” published by opensecrets.org in all of the election cycles it has listed.
 In this paper, I will examine the activities and strategies of the NAR in the light of the theories of interest group activity.  While it has been difficult for scholars to come to any degree of consensus about how and why interest groups operate, the various theoretical frameworks available help to expand our understanding of their behavior. The conventional wisdom generally holds that narrow interests have our government by the throat in their ability to buy legislation and legislators. Especially in the light of the recent Jack Abramoff scandal, the public has turned a critical eye toward the role of money and lobbyists in the political system. However, scholars have spent much of their time and energy attempting to debunk conventional wisdom about interest groups.
In this paper, I will focus on three aspects of the NAR. The first section addresses mobilization and organization. The NAR has attracted hundreds of thousands of real estate agents located across all fifty states as well as Puerto Rico, Guam, the Virgin Islands, and American Samoa. How have they held the group together? The second section addresses some of the questions related to what guides their giving strategies. As of two weeks before the 2006 elections, the NAR had given more money in party coordinated expenses than any other group (excepting the RNC and DNC). During that same period, only ActBlue outspent the NAR in independent expenditures. Why do they give so much? And, what guides their giving? The final section of the paper will investigate some of the issue advocacy questions relative to the NAR. Specifically, I look closely into the NAR’s involvement with the Federal Housing Finance Reform Act of 2005. This study shows that no one theory can fully explain the activity of a group as wide and diverse as the NAR. However, the existing body of research when used selectively and wisely can significantly improve our understanding of interest group behavior.

Mobilization and Organization

Two schools of theories guide our perception of interest group politics: the pluralist school, and the transactionist school. Pluralists see the universe of interest groups as something that flows from some innate propensity humans have for associations. “Men, wherever they are observed,” mused David B. Truman, a political scientist firmly in the pluralist school, “are creatures participating in those established patterns of interaction that we call groups” (1971, 505). The system of interest groups is seen to be a natural extension of the democratic process; as people’s interests are threatened they will naturally band together to defend them. This view sees interest groups acting as an element that balances the system. And we do indeed observe this in some instances. However, the transactionist school more accurately describes the behavior of the National Association of REALTORS®, and this is evident in their organization and founding.


The transactionist school views mobilization through the lens of economic reality. Authors such as Mancur Olson (1965) and Robert Salisbury (1969) contend that the system is set up in such a way that tremendous advantages are given to the wealthy and organized groups. Salisbury particularly understands the group system as an interaction between entrepreneurs (group organizers) and consumers (group members). The only way for groups to overcome the problems of collective action are for them to offer some selective incentive to their members. As Olson suggests, the main difficulty facing groups, especially in their formative stage, is overcoming the problem of collective action (1965).


The National Association of REALTORS® is a trade association. The only prerequisite to membership in the group is membership in any one of the over 1,700 affiliated state and local organizations. In this way, the group is both a membership organization and an alliance of local organizations. By offering selective incentives to their members, the NAR has created what they term a “collective force influencing and shaping the real estate industry” (www.realtor.org). Their mobilization strategy is in line with the transactionist theories promoted by Olson, Salisbury, and Walker. The group that exists today as the NAR was originally formed as the National Association of Real Estate Exchanges in 1908, but the problems faced by real estate agents predate the group’s founding (Weiss 1989, 267). Although the pluralist ideas concerning mobilization are valid in some cases, something more was needed to hold the NAR together as a coherent group than only the disturbances in the outside system; if Truman’s theories explained the NAR’s mobilization and maintanence, we would expect to see them organize sooner than 1908 and perhaps dissolve soon after making some progress on their goals. The idea of a persistent institution is almost antithetical to Truman’s theory.


Real estate agents are primarily independent operations or small businesses. The nature of the real estate agent community makes the collective action problem, as described by Olson, especially acute. Any action taken by the group with the intent of benefiting the real estate industry will benefit all who work in real estate regardless of their membership in the group seeking influence. It is not difficult to imagine a situation where none is willing to bear the full cost of lobbying the government only to share that benefit with all. Robert H. Salisbury provided the theoretical framework for one solution to this problem of collective action.


Salisbury depicted the relationship between a group and its members as a basic economic exchange or transaction. In his “exchange theory,” the group is seen to provide some selective benefit to the members, thereby overcoming the problem of collective action.


We find congenial a conceptualization of interest groups which regards them as benefit 
exchanges. Let us think of them in the following way. Entrepreneurs/organizers invest 
capital to create a set of benefits which they offer to a market of potential customers at a 
price. If, and as long as, enough customers buy, i.e., join, to make a viable organization, 
the group is in business. If the benefits fail, or are inadequate to warrant the cost of 
membership, or the leaders get inadequate return, the group collapses (1969, 11).

One of the most important things that the Association has done for its members is selectivizing their trade. In 1916, eight years after the original founding of the group, the leaders pushed to gain rights to the term “REALTOR®.” By the late 1940s, the Patent and Trademark Office had granted exclusive rights to the use of the term, and in 1967 dictionaries began defining “REALTOR®” as members of the National Association (www.realtor.org). This selectivizing process is important to making the group viable. By making the designation REALTOR® an exclusive title, the group has been able to give their members a certain degree of branding. The exclusivity is reinforced by the education requirements that are prerequisite to membership as well as the Code of Ethics which “provid[es] an important difference to consumers” (www.realtor.org). These efforts have paid dividends as the National Association of REALTORS® has become the force that it has in Washington.


While the transactionist theories appear to be the dominant force in the NAR’s mobilization, certainly they do not have complete explanatory power. Truman’s pluralist theories help to explain the initial impetus for mobilization in this case. Surely the founders of the Association could not have foreseen nearly 100 years ago the tremendous growth of their organization. Their motives were less about profit than they were about creating a coherent voice for the interests of the real estate community. Indeed, one of the first items on their agenda after organizing was the issue of property taxes. In a very Truman-like way, the real estate community was brought together by this common cause, but soon they must have realized that if they wished to remain viable as an organization, they would have to shift their focus away from issues to tangible benefits for their members. Today, the group attracts members by focusing on the benefits of membership. The strategy has evolved from single-issue mobilization to an exchange conducted with membership dues and benefits. 

Giving Strategies

Theorists cannot agree about motives behind the money given by interest groups to candidates’ campaigns. Because of the limitations imposed on campaign contributions, PACs may only give up to $5,000 to any individual candidate directly in any given year. To use an extreme example, Senator Rick Santorum of Pennsylvania had received more than $3.9 million in regular contributions from PACs during the 2005-2006 election cycle. That amount was spread over 1122 separate contributions averaging just over $2070 each. With that much money already in his coffers, the success or failure of his campaign would not depend on an extra $5,000. What incentive then do groups have to contribute to candidates whose elections cannot be decided on the basis of a proverbial drop in the bucket? Money spent in behalf of the candidate but not coordinated formally with the campaign falls under different regulations, but interest groups continue to spread millions of dollars in the form of small payments across the wide spectrum of political candidates. This past election cycle, the NAR gave just over $4 million in relatively small payments to 531 separate candidates and members of Congress (461 in the House
, 70 in the Senate). They contributed to the campaigns of 413 incumbents in the House Representatives and 58 incumbent Senators.


Again, theories that explain motivations for giving fall into two camps: giving motivated by a desire to signal the legislator, and giving motivated by a desire to change the legislators’ preferences. The first camp, giving as a signal, is championed by such theorists as Wright (2003), and Hall and Deardorff (2006). Their theories suggest that when lobbyists give money to legislators the contribution is meant to signal the lawmaker that the group is aligned with her agenda. Specifically, Hall and Deardorff view contributions as a way of subsidizing the work of a busy legislator; when their agendas coincide, interest groups and legislators work together. Wright suggests that the most important asset that an interest group possesses is information. His work has shown that interest groups routinely give to those legislators whose views coincide with their own and who will act in harmony with their own policy goals. The latter camp, however, understands lobbying as an exchange; interest group’s essentially buy the votes that they want (Walker 1983; Salisbury 1969; Stratmann 2005). Theorists’ main obstacles to understanding the role of money in politics are the formidable endogeneity problems. Wright explains this problem succinctly.

The reason that ideology and PAC contributions both seem to explain congressional voting is that ideology and PAC contributions are themselves highly correlated…. The close connection between legislators’ ideological preferences and their campaign contributions leaves it unclear as to whether money exerts an independent influence on congressional voting or whether its apparent effect is merely a consequence of its association with ideology (Wright 2003, 139).

The problem for researchers is separating out any intervening variables to isolate the effect of money in politics.

If the NAR were pursuing a strategy of vote buying, we would expect that their contributions would go to their most vocal opponents in the legislature thus subduing any opposition to their interests. However, quite the opposite is true. The Association consistently gives vast sums to their staunchest allies. In describing their independent expenditures, Jerry Giovaniello, the chief lobbyist of the NAR, wrote “To be considered for an IE [independent expenditure], a candidate must have demonstrated an outstanding record of support for REALTOR® issues. This is a program reserved for our most steadfast supporters who find themselves locked in a competitive campaign” (2006, 1). When considering potential recipients of campaign contributions, the group conducts interviews with candidates to ensure that they share similar beliefs. Their tactics are supported by Wright’s “information-based theory"(2003, 156).

The NAR’s giving strategy most closely aligns with Wright’s theory of contributions as a signal. An examination of contributions from the NAR to candidates for election to the House and Senate reveals that they generally give more than eighty percent—ninety percent in recent years—of their total contributions to incumbents (see figure 1).
 A slightly different picture emerges when independent expenditures are examined separately (see figure 2). Giving to incumbents allows the Association to ensure that their signal is sent to legislators who have already had a chance to prove themselves as allies and also legislators who have a significant advantage in being reelected to another term.
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Figure 2
While it is admittedly difficult to peer into the intentions of the parties involved in these donations, one can infer from the data that their campaign expenditures are not a grand electioneering strategy but rather a signal to legislators that they have identified as potential allies.

Overall, their spending favors incumbents by a significant margin. However, when we isolate independent expenditures, it is clear that they are also employing a selective electoral strategy. For example in the 1986 midterm elections, the REALTORS© Political Action Committee contributed just short of one million dollars in the form of independent expenditures in behalf of H. Rollin Ives running for a House seat in Maine. The contested seat was vacated by Rep. John McKernan Jr. who was running for governor. The governor, Democrat Joseph Brennan challenged Ives and defeated him in what was considered “the Democrat’s… best chance of capturing a Republican open seat” in that year’s election (Walsh and Sinclair 1986). This example shows the defensive nature of the NAR's giving strategy; the likelihood of Brennan winning the election was sufficient motivation to get the group to contribute generously to Ives's campaign.


The above figures reveal a two-tiered strategy of campaign contributions. Normal contributions directly to a candidate seem to be a strategy of buying access to a legislator in line with Wright and others. The independent expenditures, however, are more obviously an electoral strategy. Since 2002, when the NAR resumed its independent expenditures campaign, they have increased their spending in behalf of candidates steadily; in this year’s election cycle, they spent nearly as much on independent expenditures as they did on normal contributions. Candidates supported by the Association this November included, Melissa Bean of Illinois, Anne Northrup of Kentucky, Heather Wilson of New Mexico, and James Talent of Missouri. The more than $3.7 million spent in behalf of these candidates paid off in only half of the races. Rep. Anne Northrup and Sen. James Talent both lost their seats in close races. It is possible that Wilson owes her narrow victory to the NAR’s substantial support, in the form of more than $760,000 that she received from the group; she kept her seat by margin of less than 900 votes. That support of $761,734 to be exact, represents nearly 15% of the total money that she had spent on her campaign as of the end of calendar year 2006 and nearly 90% of all of the money she had received in the form of independent expenditures from political committees as reported to the FEC.


The NAR does not follow one single theory in its giving strategies. When the group makes contributions to candidates, it appears to follow several different rationales. It casts a wide net by donating relatively small amounts to the majority of candidates in the House and Senate, but it also concentrates resources in a few key races. 
Disturbance and Byproduct Theories


Truman’s pluralistic theory of interest group mobilization and action depicts them as reacting to imbalances in the system. The multiplicity of groups in the system will be balanced by cross-cutting interests and disturbances.

Perhaps the outstanding characteristic of American politics… is that it involves a multiplicity of co-ordinate or nearly co-ordinate points of access to governmental decisions. The significance of these many points of access and of the complicated texture of relationships among them is great. This diversity assures a variety of modes for the participation of interest groups in the formation of policy, a variety that is a flexible, stabilizing element (1965, 519).

For Truman, interests that are barred from participating in one aspect of governance will have recourse through other points of access. These disturbance theories are somewhat controversial. To see if the NAR’s giving patterns were affected by disturbances in the system, I looked at their overall giving since 1980 and compared it against some of the housing indicators in that same time period. This test assumes that the giving strategies adopted by the political arm of the National Association of REALTORS© is determined to some extent by the mission statement of the organization, namely “to help its members become more profitable and successful” (www.realtor.org). The test further assumes that the housing market determines to a great extent how “profitable and successful” real estate agents can become.


I tested the relationship between RPAC’s contributions to candidates and external real estate indicators by running a linear regression. I tested contributions against the 30-year mortgage rate, total number of houses for sale on the market, and included a dummy variable controlling for congressional election years (in which the RPAC generally gives considerably more) over the period between 1979 and 2005.
 I expected that the 30-year mortgage rate, over which the government has the most direct control, would correlate most closely with RPAC spending if the disturbance model is accurate. Assuming that a higher mortgage rate would be detrimental to the interests of real estate brokers as it would lead to fewer home purchases, the NAR would have an interest in lower interest rates having the effect of stimulating more spending on lobbying to create the desired outcome.

Table 1 shows the results of the regression models. Model 1 tests only the mortgage rate and the congressional dummy. Model 2 excludes the mortgage rate while testing the effect of housing vacancies—the total number of unsold homes—against RPAC spending, while again controlling for congressional election years. Model 3 combines the Models 1 and 2 into one measure.
	Dependent Variable: RPAC Spending
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3

	Mortgage Rate
	-158033.7
	
	202122.4

	
	(-60871.5)


	
	(75874)


	Houses for Sale
	
	3527.2
	6772.3

	
	
	(684.3)

	(1207.5)


	Congressional Election
	2447567
	2283920
	2290986

	Year (dummy)

	(-370462)

	(283572.5)

	(247521)


	Constant
	2118298
	-2897112
	-8203727

	
	(-626300.3)

	(710054.6)

	(1886826)


	Adjusted R-squared:
	0.648
	0.789
	0.845

	F:
	0.000
	0.000
	0.000

	n:
	27
	27
	27


Table 1
The relationship between RPAC spending and total houses for sale provides the strongest relationship, but the model gains even more explanatory power with the addition of the mortgage rate. Figures 3 and 4 show the negative relationship between RPAC spending and the mortgage rate and the positive relationship between numbers of houses for sale and spending. However, the sign is opposite to the expectations of the disturbance theory. Rather than reacting to government action in the form of more spending as the interest rate went up, RPAC spent less with the rising interest rate. One explanation of this might be Olson’s byproduct theory (1965), which suggests that as an organization gains more resources—from increased membership due to upswings in the housing market—it has more “discretionary” resources to spend on lobbying. 

[image: image3.emf]IntrestRate Line Fit  Plot

-2000000

-1000000

0

1000000

2000000

3000000

4000000

5000000

6000000

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

IntrestRate

Spending

Spending Predicted Spending


Figure 3
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Figure 4
Although a cursory examination of the facts would lead one to believe that there is a relationship between disturbances in the system and RPAC spending, when the facts are examined more closely there is little relationship between them. Olson’s byproduct theory provides a more satisfactory explanation; as more people turn to real estate due to increased profitability, the group expands.


In some ways, this example links Olson’s byproduct theory (1965) with Salisbury’s exchange theory (1969). The byproduct theory posits that groups already organized for another purpose will spend some of their revenue on lobbying the government. Salisbury’s theory suggests that organizations will act in many ways like profit-maximizing businesses. These two theories reinforce one another. If one assumes that lobbying is indeed an effective way of increasing profits through removing barriers to growth or subsidizing the industry, more income will mean more discretionary spending of which a part will be redirected to strengthen the lobbying effort.


This finding has some implications for the NAR. As their political power is dependent to some degree on the success of the housing market, any downturn in the economy would potentially have a doubly negative effect on the group. For example, if, as many predict, the housing ‘bubble’ bursts and there is a sharp decline in home construction and sales, it would portend worse things for the organization. If real estate agents left the organization in numbers large enough to significantly affect the group’s ability to lobby the government, which, assuming the NAR is able to successfully affect favorable legislation, could in turn lead to further decreases in the market if the group’s influence wanes.

Giving and Congressional Actions


Another way to study how and why the NAR chooses to give as it does is to examine how well the legislative work performed by the Congress predicts the group’s lobbying efforts. Thanks to comprehensive issue datasets compiled by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones
, I was able to study the spending of the NAR against the issues addressed in Congress (by way of legislation and congressional hearings) during the period of my study. The datasets categorize legislation and congressional hearings into issue subsets. For the purposes of my study, I looked only at legislation and congressional hearings categorized as “Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce,”  “Housing and Community Development,” and “Public Lands and Water Management.” These categories seem to be most closely related to real estate, and, while perhaps a somewhat crude measure, they serve well to compare with the RPAC’s giving trends. I looked at the number of hearings or laws passed in a particular year for all the above issues and then compared that data to the total number of contributions to legislators by the NAR that year (in this case, only regular contributions, excluding independent expenditures). I expected to find a positive relationship between the presence of an issue in the Congress (as measured by the amount of legislation and hearings) and the number of campaign contributions given by the NAR in any given year. Using this data, I ran a linear regression of the total number of contributions against the total congressional actions taken during that year (computed simply by adding the number of laws to the number of hearings). I included a dummy variable controlling for election years in all three models.
	Dependent Variable: Number of Contributions
	Model

	Congressional Activity
	.062

	
	(.014)


	Congressional Election
	539.13

	Year (dummy)

	(75.03)



	Constant
	280

	
	(84.6)



	Adjusted R-squared:
	0.750

	F:
	0.000

	n:
	26


Table 2
As the regression data show, Congressional actions have a clear impact on the number of contributions RPAC gives during any given year. Indeed after controlling for election years, this model explains 75% of the variance in the number of campaign contributions in a given year. Figure 5 shows the fit between the predicted values and observed data. 
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Figure 5
These results reinforce some of the ideas presented by Thomas Stratmann (1995; 2002). Stratmann looked at the timing of contributions and congressional votes to see if any correlation existed between campaign expenditures and voting behavior. He did find a correlation, and said, with some qualifications, “money does indeed influence votes” (2005, 146). Stratmann took a much closer look at contributions and timing, examining contributions and votes by week. These models rely on aggregate numbers for whole years, and they give a broader picture of the long-term strategy of the group. A closer look is warranted.

By examining the NAR’s giving to members of the House’s Financial Committee during 2005 we can better test Stratmann’s theory in relation to the Association. Because 2005 was not an election year, it is the best that can be used to isolate expenditures targeted at behavior rather than more broad support for a legislator in the way of reelection. As mentioned earlier, the NAR was interested in several items on the agenda of the 109th Congress. For the purposes of this study and in order to narrow the field somewhat, I focused on the House Financial Committee. During 2005, the NAR contributed to the campaigns of 47 of the 67 legislators who sit on said committee (during the entire election cycle, from 2005-2006, the NAR contributed to 61 of the members on the committee). During 2005, the Association made 105 separate contributions to members of the committee, and on average during 2005 each member of the committee was given just under $3500 in normal campaign contributions, over $500 more than they gave to other legislators on average. Excluding the spike in November, the greatest majority of those contributions correspond to actions taken in the House Committee on Financial Services.   
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Figure 6





     Figure 7 
Figure 6 shows the general trends of RPAC giving during 2005, which Figure 7 can be compared against. Using data collected from the FEC and the House Committee on Financial Services website, these charts compare the number of contributions given by month to legislators on the committee’s campaigns with the general trends of RPAC’s giving. The main differences are in April and May. Although the total value of the contributions didn’t change much during this period, the number of contributions did. During these months the committee was engaged in the amendment process of HR 1461, a piece of legislation that could have a great impact on the real estate industry and that will be discussed more in detail in the next section.


The activities of the NAR with relation to the House Committee on Financial Services during 2005 lend some support to Stratmann’s findings. It appears that the association does give political donations to candidates while they are engaged in critical issues in addition to contributing to campaigns. Stratmann concluded that money affects congressional decisions in at least two ways: money received that helped to win an election, and money that comes at the time of a critical vote.

 [C]ampaign contributions from not only one period, but from at least two periods are important for legislative voting. Contributions that are given at approximately the same time as the vote have a larger impact on the congressional voting behavior than contributions that the legislator received to win the last popular election. Thus it appears that a contract between a PAC and a legislator requires an immediate and higher payoff than a payoff conditional on the recipient’s election success. The Contract also appears to specify that the recipient has to pay with votes for money that was received some periods ago. However, old money demands less pay than new money (Stratmann 1995, 135).
In this case, his conclusions are supported. Legislators received additional money in exchange for, according the Stratmann’s findings, cooperation on key pieces of legislation.
Issue Advocacy and the NAR: The Federal Housing Finance Reform Act of 2005

Having examined how the NAR spends their money, we can now turn to why they spend so much of their time and resources lobbying. The issues espoused by the NAR are intertwined with some of the fundamental values held by the nation. Adam Smith originally penned the words, “life, liberty and the pursuit of property,” and arguably, the founders had the same sentiment in mind when they changed “property” to “happiness.” Why, then, does the Association reach so far into the chambers of Congress? Real estate seems to be a relatively benign issue, and it would seem political suicide to come out openly in opposition to the right to buy and sell property. Indeed, these have been some of the most perplexing issues about the NAR. Almost no work has been done on the group’s strategies, and although their name is frequently mentioned in news media and congressional hearings it is nearly always in the form of source information about the housing market pulled from their extensive databases.


The extent of their reach leads me to believe that the NAR is involved in the “long tail” issues described by Baumgartner and Leech (2001). The researchers suggest that of the many public policy questions that need to be addressed by Congress, only a select few are elevated to any degree of public attention. Those “bandwagon” issues tend to draw participation from a wide variety of interest groups while lesser known “niche” issues fly under the radar of the public. In these niche issues, only one or two groups’ interests are heard and the lawmakers legislate accordingly. For good or ill, the NAR has become “the voice for real estate” (www.realtor.org).

During the 2005-2006 election cycle, the NAR was involved in a myriad of issues. Issues in which the NAR gets itself involved with are not generally highly-visible. A random sampling of the 121 separate issues listed in the Legislative/Regulatory Issues section of realtor.org yielded these results: the Junk Fax Prevention Act of 2005, Telemarketing/Cold-calling, the Veterans Appraiser Choice Act, lead paint, mortgage interest deduction, and VA adjustable rate mortgages (ARMs). The NAR’s real estate expertise, as expected, would make the group suitable for more obscure issues (Wright 2003, 110). For the purposes of this paper, I will focus on only one issue: The Federal Housing Finance Reform Act of 2005 (FHFRA), H.R. 1461. 


The FHFRA concerned the reformation of government-sponsored entities (GSEs). GSEs, such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, subsidize home loans to the expense of $1.4 trillion (www.realtor.org). For example, Fannie Mae is involved in the secondary mortgage market—where investors buy mortgages from lending institutions to provide more opportunities for those institutions to lend to other home buyers. Fannie Mae operates under certain restrictions guiding its decisions about which loans to buy (www.fanniemae.com). The FHFRA would establish the Federal Housing Finance Agency with a mandate to oversee and periodically adjust the size of the loans that GSEs are permitted to purchase (Congressional Research Service 2005). Any loosening of the restrictions on GSEs would mean more home sales. 

To measure the amount of public attention garnered by the FHFRA, I searched the LexisNexis news database for instances of “Federal Housing Finance Reform Act” in the major newspapers: Only four unique articles, three of them opinion pieces (and two of them by the same author appearing in two Colorado papers), were returned as matches. A search for “government-sponsored entities” yielded seven results, of which three were articles in the Financial Times of London. These issues never became salient to the American people. Even with the addition of a controversial amendment that would bar nonprofits from participating in political activities if they wished to receive some of the benefits from the FHFRA, the issue attracted very little attention.


One way to try to understand the behavior of members of the House in this instance is provided by Hall and Deardorff (2006). Hall and Deardorff posit that interest groups act as a subsidy of time and resources to legislators that might not otherwise have the time to spend on legislation that would affect the group in question. By shifting the legislator’s utility curve, the group is able to work with likeminded legislators to pass or block legislation harmful to its interests. In the case of the FHFRA, we would expect to see the NAR giving to their closest allies to ensure that their interests were represented in the form of legislation passed. At first blush, it would appear that Hall and Deardorff accurately explain the NAR’s behavior in this case. After all, the NAR supports most of the members of the Financial Committee. Upon closer examination, however, the idea of the NAR’s lobbying in this case as a “legislative subsidy” loses some of its explanatory power.


Just prior to the vote on the bill itself, the House voted on H. Res. 509, Providing for consideration of the bill (H.R. 1461) to reform the regulation of certain housing-related Government-sponsored enterprises, and for other purposes. The resulting vote was 220-196 on a strict party vote (excepting Rep. Mark Kennedy [R-MN]) with Republicans supporting and Democrats in opposition. 
 But among these opponents were many of the NAR’s contribution recipients. As far as I have been able to tell, the NAR has not stated any preference for or against the provision, and it continues to support the bill’s aim to increase the loan limits imposed on the GSEs.
Shortly following the divisive passage of H. Res. 509, the FHFRA was passed in the House by a vote of 331 in favor to 90 opposed. The bill’s relatively easy passage is a strong contrast to the straight party vote cast on the resolution to hear the bill. One possible explanation is that seeing its imminent passage with or without their support, Democratic legislators decided not to cast a vote in opposition to the NAR’s preferences. From the theoretical standpoint, this explanation better fits with Stratmann’s timing theories (1995; 2002).

I looked at the contributions to members of the House in the two weeks before the vote and in the four weeks after to try to determine if there was any correlation. Of the 90 votes against passage, 75 were cast by Democrats. For the most part, these Democrats opposed the bill solely on the basis of the amendment as shown by their floor speeches. Assuming that these members of Congress’s opinions are representative of the party as a whole (especially considering at-the-time Minority Leader Pelosi’s comments on the bill, and the universal opposition to H. Res. 509), it is striking to see that of the 122 Democrats who voted for the proposition (all of whom had voted against H. Res. 509), 90 had received contributions from the NAR during the weeks leading up to and immediately following the vote on H.R. 1461.


Correlation is not, of course, causation, but this vote can be distinguished for several reasons. Because of the low visibility of the FHFRA, legislators were not acted on by broad concerns of their constituencies. Indeed, many of the legislators who made speeches against the bill introduced letters and other statements into the record of their constituents who opposed the bill.
 It was also essential to the passage of the bill that the Democrats who came on board with it voted the way they did. This raised the stakes for the NAR to flex its political power. Without the 90 Democrats who came out in support of the bill, it would not have passed.
Conclusions


Since its inception in 1908, the National Association of REALTORS® has grown into a powerful political force. Although it may have had pluralist origins, it now conforms to the rules laid out by Salisbury’s exchange theory; the organization, regardless of its original founding purpose, depends now on the selective benefits it provides to its members for its continued success. My examination of the Association’s giving strategies reveals the multi-faceted approach that the group has adopted over time. While the greatest predictor of the group’s giving strategies remains their total expenditures (when they spend more, they tend only to spend more on each individual candidate), they also employ selective electoral strategies as evidenced by the possible tipping effect of their independent expenditures on behalf of New Mexico Representative Heather Wilson in this year's election. Further, there is some evidence that they target donations to specific pieces of legislation. What real effect these targeted donations have would require further study, but as the case study of H.R. 1461 shows, there is some evidence supporting quid pro quo donations.


From here we can turn to the wider implications for the effect of interest groups on American democracy. Many authors have mused about interest groups and their effect on our political system. The media likes to paint them with the broad brush of corruption; it makes for good reading. Scholars seem eager to disprove the conventional wisdom, often reinforced by maligning media stories, and say that interest groups are actually good for democracy. Of course, legislators vacillate endlessly on this topic depending on the political winds of the day; it was remarkable to see how quickly distance could be achieved between Abramoff and politicians after the scandal broke. As interesting as the accounts given by journalists and researchers (and sadly amusing from the legislators), the truth must rest somewhere between the disparate claims of the respective sides. Indeed as demonstrated by the NAR, elements of nearly all theories of interest group behavior serve to illuminate our understanding of different aspects of the story. Although generalizing about the wider interest group community from the example of one group—especially one somewhat exceptional group like the National Association of REALTORS®—can be problematic, still, there are useful lessons to be learned. 
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� The Association requests on its website that “REALTORS®” be spelled in all caps and accompanied by the trademark symbol.


� 1997-1998, 1999-2000, 2001-2002, 2003-2004. See www.opensecrets.org.





Special thanks to my wife for all her help and patience


� The keen observer will note that there are only 435 members of the House and is quite right—RPAC gave to some members of the Congress who were not seeking reelection, and some candidates who did not win in the 2006 elections.


� All data were complied by the author from the FEC’s website, www.fec.gov.


� Mortgage rate data were collected from www.neatideas.com; housing vacancies data were collected from the U.S. Census Bureau’s figures on homes for sale, available at www.census.gov


� The data used here were originally collected by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, with the support of National Science Foundation grant number SBR 9320922, and were distributed through the Center for American Politics and Public Policy at the University of Washington and/or the Department of Political Science at Penn State University. Neither NSF nor the original collectors of the data bear any responsibility for the analysis reported here. (the original datasets are available at www.policyagendas.org) 


� See floor speeches on 26 October 2005 of Reps. Maxine Waters (D-CA), Barney Frank (D-MA), Barbara Lee (D-CA), John Lewis (D-GA), Zoe Lofgren (D-CA), Joe Baca (D-CA), Gregory Meeks (D-NY), Anthony Weiner (D-NY), Carolyn Kilpatrick (D-MI), Jerrold Nadler (D-NY), Nick Rahall (D-WV), Carolyn Maloney (D-NY), Nancy Pelosi (D-CA), Luis Gutierrez (D-IL), Paul Kanjorski (D-PA), Shelia Jackson-Lee (D-TX), James McGovern (D-MA), Steny Hoyer (D-MD), Ruben Hinojosa (D-TX), and Rush Holt (D-NJ). Available at www.govtrack.us





� Rep. McGovern (D-MA) introduced a letter from Catholic Charities USA opposing the bill. Rep. Matsui (D-CA) cited 60 organizations who opposed the bill in her speech. Rep. Hinjosa (D-TX) introduced letters from the NCLR, LULAC, the League of United Latin American Citizens, and the Jesuit Conference. By far, the largest list was given by Rep. Maloney (D-NY) introduced into the record a list of churches and organizations opposed to the bill including 59 separate groups. Full text of speeches available at www.govtrack.us. 









