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ABSTRACT

This dissertation takes up the question of how interest group ratings contribute to our understand-

ing of legislator ideology. By judiciously picking which roll calls are included in our estimation

techniques, we can gain a more accurate perspective of how legislators line up on the liberal to

conservative or other issue-specific scale. This behavior becomes problematic when the standard

for distinguishing the “important” roll calls from the multitude of available votes rests on biased,

partisan, or otherwise unsound grounds. After fleshing out the consequences of the biased and/or

non-standardized subsetting behaviors of interest groups (both general and special-issue) during

the creation of interest group ratings, I consider a mathematical standard for creating subsets

of ideologically relevant roll calls by which we can efficiently order legislators along a liberal-

conservative line. Through an examination of the ADA, ACU, and NEA over the course of more

than thirty years, I find that the selection habits of interest groups for which roll calls to include in

their legislator ratings actually serve as a mirror into their own political motivations. Additionally,

I analyze the consequences of subsetting the roll call record into smaller sizes for the purposes of

ideal point estimation in general. I find that a small subset does not necessarily produce inconsis-

tent estimations, but certain kinds of votes can substantially alter the resulting ideal points relative

to NOMINATE scores.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

On April 6, 2017 three roll call votes took place in the Senate that paved the way for Justice Neil

Gorsuch’s confirmation to the Supreme Court the following day. The first was an unsuccessful

attempt to invoke cloture1. The motion was defeated with 55 yeas and 45 nays. Notably, on this

vote four Democratic senators (Heidi Heitkamp (D - ND), Joe Manchin (D - WV), Joe Donnelly

(D - IN), and, surprisingly, Michael Bennet (D - CO)2) voted with the rest of the Republicans to

invoke cloture, and one Republican (Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell) voted strategically

against this motion so that he could bring it up again later3.

The second roll call in this series of confirmation-related events changed the rules of cloture so

that a simple majority, rather than the full 3/5ths majority of 60 votes, is now required to invoke clo-

ture and stop debate for confirmation of presidential nominations. This rule change implemented

what has become known as the “nuclear option” in the popular vernacular because it upended

a centuries-long tradition in the Senate of respecting the right of the minority party to filibuster

judicial nominations to the Supreme Court. It is important to note that this is not the first time

that the nuclear option has been used. In November of 2013, Senate Democrats led by Majority

Leader Harry Reid imposed this same rule change for most judicial nominations, with the notable

exception of Supreme Court nominations. The nuclear option rule change that was implemented

1Invoking cloture means to stop debate, which, under the rules of the Senate, required a 3/5ths majority (60 votes)
to proceed.

2This was the only vote on which Senator Bennet defected from the majority of his party, and it can be explained
by noting that Justice Gorsuch is from Colorado. In a statement on FaceBook, Senator Bennet explained his position,
saying, “I am proud Judge Gorsuch is from Colorado...He is a qualified judge who deserves an up-or-down vote. That
is the tradition of the Senate, and it is why I opposed a filibuster before the rule change”(Meltzer (2017)).

3Under the rules of the Senate, a motion to reconsider a previously taken vote must be made by a member who
voted with the prevailing side (in this case, the nays prevailed). So, Senator McConnell, alone among the Republicans,
voted nay so that he could have the right to bring up the same question again later.
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for Neil Gorsuch’s nomination simply extended these changes so that all presidential nominations,

including those for the Supreme Court, could now be confirmed by a simple majority rule vote.

This second roll call changed the rules of the Senate by a straight party-line vote of 52 Republicans

against 48 Democrats with no defections from either party.

Once the rules were changed, a third vote took place to invoke cloture under the new simple-

majority rules. While this vote received the exact same vote total of 55 yeas and 45 nays, this time

the result was that cloture was invoked, the minority party filibuster ended, and the up or down

confirmation vote could take place on the following day. The second cloture vote under the new

rules was approved with the support of every single Republican senator (this time Sen. McConnell

voted with his party) as well as three Democratic senators (Heidi Heitkamp (D - ND), Joe Manchin

(D - WV), and Joe Donnelly (D - IN)) each of whom represents a state that leans Republican. These

three Democratic senators voted again with the Republicans on the actual confirmation vote on the

following day, and Neil Gorsuch was confirmed as a Justice of the Supreme Court with a 54-45

roll call vote on April 7, 2017.

All four of the votes detailed above were necessary in order to confirm Justice Gorsuch, but

only one of them, the straight party-line vote to impose the nuclear option rule change, was used

in the interest group ratings created by the American Conservative Union (ACU). The ACU cre-

ates a yearly rating of US legislators in order to assess and display how liberal or conservative a

particular legislator is based on a subset (usually 25) of their roll call votes. These ratings purport-

edly “reflect how elected officials view the role of government in an individual’s life,” and they

are “designed to educate the public about how consistently their elected officials adhere to conser-

vatism” (Letter from the Chairman, ACU 2017 Ratings of Congress). These ratings are often cited

by prominent politicians in Congress, and they are frequently used to demonstrate to the voting

public a commitment to the conservative agenda. A high rating offers conservative members of

Congress bragging rights to the public, and a low rating can be used as electoral fodder for primary

challengers. The ACU prides itself on selecting roll call votes that provide important distinctions

among legislators and give a broad picture of the ideological leanings of Congress members from
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a small set of votes. “The votes selected by the ACU are not always considered the ‘most impor-

tant’ votes; instead, the selected votes we score help reflect the ideological distinctions among our

elected officials” (Selecting the Votes, ACU 2017 Ratings of Congress).

With their stated goals in mind, however, it is useful to see exactly where the ACU places

legislators like Senators Heitkamp, Manchin, and Donnelly, all three of whom voted with the

Republicans on three out of the four votes related to the confirmation of Neil Gorsuch. Given that

voting behavior, it might be reasonable to expect that the ACU conveys this information to the

public and portrays these three as moderates who are sometimes willing to work across the aisle.

Instead, in their ratings for 2017, the ACU placed all three senators in the “Coalition of the Radical

Left,” a category reserved for legislators who receive scores less than or equal to 10% agreement

with conservative principles. Both Donnelly and Heitkamp received scores for the year of 0/21 on

votes which are supposed to show the range of ideological distinctions among legislators, while

Manchin voted only twice with the conservative positions chosen by the ACU and received an 8%

rating for the year. In fact, with his 8% conservative rating, Senator Manchin achieved the highest

(i.e., most conservative) rank among the Democrats and Independents in the Senate that year. By

contrast, the lowest ranking Republican (Susan Collins (R-ME)) had a score of 48%.

Clearly there is some disconnect between the stated goals of the ACU and the actual ratings that

result from their selection of important or ideologically distinctive votes. There is a 40-point gap in

the ideological spectrum in which no senators are classified (between 8% and 48%), which, unless

the Democrats in the Senate really are completely devoid of conservative principles, puts the lie

to the ACU’s claim to provide a broad ideological picture across the board. By contrast, the DW-

NOMINATE scores for the 115th Senate also have Joe Manchin as the most conservative Democrat

and Susan Collins as the most liberal Republican, but Senators Heidi Heitkamp and Joe Donnelly

are listed as the second and third most conservative members of the Democratic party, rather than

some of the most liberal (recall that the ACU gave both of those senators a conservative score of

0%). Indeed, the difference between Senators Manchin and Collins is 0.053 on a scale from -1 to

1, while the difference from Senator Manchin to the most liberal member of the Democratic party
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is 0.707, showing that Senator Manchin is located much closer on this measure of ideology to the

conservatives than to the liberals in the Senate. But if the motivation for the ACU to create these

legislator ratings is not to provide a broad ideological picture of the legislature, as they claim, then

what is it?

My project is to answer this question, not just for the ACU but for other interest groups as

well, who likewise produce legislator ratings based on a selected sample of roll call votes. I posit

that other motivations, besides purely educational ones, underlie the selection of roll calls that are

used in interest group ratings. Such motivations could include, for example, electoral motivations,

maintaining partisan brand names, forcing reluctant legislators to vote with the interest group’s

preferred policy position or risk a lower score, and making specific legislators look more or less

extreme than they really are.

In order to find out exactly what motivations are really driving the creation of these scores,

I treat each interest group rating as a “test” of a legislator’s ideology. Then, using a technique

borrowed from the educational testing literature, I assess, not the resulting position of the legislator,

but the revealed selection biases of the interest group who created the test. This technique uses item

response theory to provide information about how well a particular test is written. It estimates how

difficult each question is written to be, how well each question discriminates among test-takers at

different levels, and finally how the test takers line up relative to one another on the ability scale

being measured. By analyzing the roll call votes (e.g., the “ideological test” questions), I can use

the interest group ratings as a mirror to see into their creators’ motivations. Are they picking votes

that target specific political opponents, for example? Or do they choose votes that make one party

look better as a whole than another? These kinds of questions can be answered by turning the

interest group ratings back on the interest groups themselves.

The three essays in this dissertation each expose new insights into the behaviors of interest

groups who use roll call votes to rate members of Congress. I argue that the set of roll calls

which are used in any ideology estimation technique has an effect on the order of legislators that

is produced by that method. When the full roll call record is subsetted, as it is in interest group
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ratings, then the choice of roll calls used to create the ratings often reveals more about the motives,

priorities, and potential biases of those doing the estimation than about the legislators’ ideologies.

In the first essay, I trace the motivations of interest groups through their choice of roll calls and

expose the groups’ potential partisan biases using item response theory. In the second essay, this

technique is applied to special interest groups like the NEA to show how the motivations of interest

groups can be tracked and analyzed even if they order legislators based on single-issue preferences

instead of general ideological leanings. Finally, the third essay examines the consequences of

subsetting the roll call record at all, as interest groups do with every set of legislator ratings.

In general, this dissertation points to the need to better understand the uses, limitations, and

possibilities of ideal point estimation techniques as they appear in political science. In addition,

it exposes interest group ratings as an important tools to produce insights into the political world,

and ones that should not be left dormant and forgotten as they have been since the development of

NOMINATE scores. The rest of this introductory chapter is devoted to spelling out in more detail

each of the three essays in this dissertation.

1.1. Interest Group Ratings in the House of Representatives

The first essay in this dissertation examines how interest group scores reveal the motives of the in-

terest groups themselves. I focus on the ADA and the ACU because these two groups both claim to

provide an overall picture of legislators’ ideology with their ratings. Additionally, these two groups

have also been used historically by political science research on legislator ideology (see, among

others, Canes-Wrone et al (2002), Berry et al (1998), Groseclose et al (1999), Poole (1981), Poole

and Rosenthal (1998), Reeher (2001)). Analyzing these two groups in particular makes the com-

parability of my results to other interesting studies much more feasible, and exposing the historical

motivations of these two groups sheds new light on many interesting older problems. Finally, these

two groups are the oldest partisan interest groups of their kind in the US, so their ratings, spanning

over three decades and more, provide enough variation to make interesting statistical conclusions

about the data.
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I begin my analysis starting from 1980 to the present day. Although the ACU began publishing

their legislator ratings in 1970, they did not make their choice of roll calls available to the public for

the first decade in which they created their scores. The first year in which the actual votes that the

ACU used are available to the public is 1980. The ADA makes all of their votes public from 1947

onward, but I analyze their records beginning with 1980 as well in order to ensure comparability

with the ACU’s scores.

After collecting the votes that the ADA and ACU used in their yearly interest group ratings

over the designated time period, I run them through a Bayesian IRT model, which produces three

parameters of interest. I use these parameters (alpha, the difficulty of the question; beta, the ques-

tion’s ability to discriminate among test takers; and theta, the estimate of where the test takers line

up relative to one another) in my analysis of the ADA and ACU yearly legislator ratings of the

House of Representatives with the following questions in mind. Are the groups picking questions

that allow them to distinguish liberals from conservatives along the whole range of ideology, or are

they picking questions that largely only distinguish one party from the other? Are there roll calls

that these groups could have picked, but did not, that would have made for a better test of legislator

ideology? How do the interest group ratings change the order and cardinal locations of legislators

on the ideological scale relative to their positions in NOMINATE? What do the roll calls them-

selves reveal about the interest groups who chose them? Are interest groups choosing questions

in response to changing institutional features, electoral challenges, or to pressure legislators into

supporting specific policy goals? How do the interest group ratings line up with the stated goals of

the interest groups themselves?

I find that the interest group ratings are crafted strategically, with an eye to distinguishing

among members of the groups’ preferred party, and making individual House members look more

powerful than they really are in the face of party politics. Rather than presenting a complete picture

of ideology using a few key votes, as they claim to do, the ADA and ACU choose votes that produce

artificial divisions among their preferred party. These divisions can be used to pressure members

to vote more or less conservatively or face potential electoral consequences.
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This chapter offers several important contributions to the field of political science. First, the

field of political science is broadened by applying the item response theory model from the edu-

cational testing literature to the analysis of roll call votes. This analysis allows new insights into

the behavior, ideology, and relative preferences of legislators and interest groups to be exposed.

Additionally, I build on existing literature about the nature of interest group ratings, including their

tendency to lump enemies together and create artificial polarization, and I illuminate the need to

update these findings to better reflect the institutional changes that have taken place in Congress

over the last four decades. These new insights and analyses reveal interest group ratings as useful

tools for political scientists to remember, even though their use has declined since the develop-

ment of NOMINATE scores. These ratings are a valuable set of data that bring to light useful

information about legislators, roll calls, and the groups who create them.

1.2. Issue-Specific Scores: The Case of the National Education Association

In my second essay, I shift gears to focus on a special application of the technique employed in

my first article. So far, the IRT methodology has been used to examine measurements of general

ideology from liberal to conservative. This chapter will demonstrate its usefulness in political

science as a tool to analyze tests of any underlying ability given a set of topically related roll calls

by looking at the interest group ratings created by the National Education Association (NEA).

While it is not the only single-issue interest group that creates legislator ratings from subsets

of roll calls, the NEA is an ideal candidate for this study for many reasons. First, the NEA has

a long history of advocating for its single-issue, support for public education. This means that

there is ample data with which to study and track their motivations and priorities through time.

Second, while their stated goal has remained consistent over the duration of the NEA’s existence,

their means of achieving that goal may have changed over time. Employing the IRT technique to

their legislator ratings can shed some light on which of these goals received particular emphasis

over the course of the NEA’s history. Finally, the high-profile nature of the NEA along with its

vast influence in the American political process make understanding its motivations a high priority
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among political scientists and politicians alike. The IRT methodology can provide this kind of

insight through its unique perspective on the choices the the NEA makes, and this will contribute

to our overall understanding of the political interactions between legislators and one of the most

influential lobbying groups in the country.

The NEA’s legislator ratings are designed to provide the group’s membership with an ordering

of legislators on an educational dimension based on their relative preferences on this subject. I

examine their ratings for both the House and the Senate over four Congresses, the 110th - 113th. I

argue that the same technique that exposes the motivations of the ADA and ACU using their choice

of votes can be applied to the NEA to evaluate their purposes in creating these scores and assess

their success in accomplishing their goals over time.

After examining the NEA’s explicit statements about the purposes and structure of their scores,

I run the scores through the Bayesian IRT model and perform the same kind data analysis as in the

first essay. This allows me to gain leverage on many important questions such as the following. Has

the NEA computed scores in a consistent manner over time, or have they shifted from a bi-partisan,

issue-focused group to a partisan group that merely distinguishes Republicans from Democrats in

modern congresses? Is there a better subset of the roll call record that could provide a broader look

at education-related preferences than the subset chosen by the NEA? Does the NEA construct their

ratings differently for House members than for Senators due to differences in the two chambers’

institutional features?

This technique can also illuminate many interesting features of the legislators themselves. I

examine how the ordering of the legislators produced by the NEA’s interest group scores compares

to their general ideological line up using alternative sets of roll calls, and track this measurement

through time. How often does the education dimension line up with the liberal-conservative di-

mension? In addition, I analyze how the content of education-related legislative preferences has

changed over time. Has the NEA focused its priorities on roll calls related strictly to education,

for example? Or has the NEA allowed other issues such as labor or finances to influence their

ratings? These kinds of questions highlight the necessity of examining special interest groups like
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the NEA in terms of tracking their motivations and priorities, and the IRT methodology borrowed

from the educational testing literature and applied to the NEA’s legislator ratings provides a unique

perspective into the answers to these questions.

I find that the NEA does not choose roll calls that expose an education dimension that is sepa-

rate from the liberal to conservative one that most political scientists rely on. They tend to include

votes that are not strictly related to education in their ratings, which muddies their claim to be

the authority on the educational preferences of members of Congress. Their ratings tend to line

up with the liberal-conservative dimension found when analyzing all of the available roll calls in

a particular Congress. Interestingly, a look at strictly educational roll calls as identified by rec-

ognized political experts4 also fails to produce a distinct education-related dimension that differs

significantly from the liberal to conservative ideological one.

This chapter offers several important contributions for political science. First, it provides an

important counterexample to a recent article by Sarah Anderson (2012), who claimed that interest

groups that focus on special issues should be used to augment conclusions about Congress that rely

solely on NOMINATE scores or the full roll call record to estimate legislator preferences. At least

in the field of education, I find evidence that counters her conclusions of a distinct dimension. This

chapter also echoes a well-known but rarely used lesson for any science: that repetition is neces-

sary for validating scientific conclusions. I present an important robustness check on previously

established conclusions using new data and new techniques, and the conflicting conclusions reveal

the need for more research, data, and techniques to finally establish the correct answer.

1.3. Abbreviated Ideology

My third essay begins with the premise that interest groups might actually have the right idea,

although they are not necessarily going about it the right way. Given the miscellanea often in-

cluded in the roll call record, a smaller roll call set could potentially give a cleaner, more precise

calculation of legislators’ ideology than the full roll call record. But, if this subset is to be useful

4The Comparative Agendas Project
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