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In this article, we discuss how donor and recipient characteristics affected the
incidence and timing of political action committee (PAC) contributions to incumbent
members of the U.S. House of Representatives during the 1993–94 election cycle. We
contribute to the campaign finance literature by modeling the timing of contributions,
which is important because timing affects the perception of political actors about the
competitiveness of elections and the loci of power among members of Congress,
interest groups, and between members of Congress and interest groups. Split-
population event history models allow us to compare and contrast determinants of
whether and when contributions are made across various types and sizes of PACs.

Decision making in politics involves the choice of not only what
action to take, but also when to take it. We concur with Fenno (1986)
that if we are to explain political outcomes, studying when events occur
is as important as studying what occurred (1986, 9). Context and
sequence are important factors to analyze, and studies of legislative
activity have increasingly focused on timing. In the campaign finance
literature in particular, there is a consensus that “the timing of financial
transactions can be critical to their impact, both to the contributor and
to the recipient” (Biersack and Wilcox 1990, 236; Glasser and White
1999; Jacobson 1992).

In this article, we discuss how donor and recipient characteristics
affected the incidence and timing of political action committee (PAC)
contributions to incumbent members of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives during the 1993–94 election cycle. We contribute to the campaign
finance literature by explicitly modeling the timing of contributions, which
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is important because timing affects the perception of political actors
about the competitiveness of elections and the loci of power among
members of Congress, interest groups, and between members of
Congress and interest groups. We also offer a methodological contri-
bution by using a split-population duration model, which relaxes the
assumption that every PAC-incumbent dyad will exchange a
contribution, to estimate the effects of candidate and PAC characteristics
on both the incidence and timing of contributions. We compare and
contrast the determinants of whether and when contributions are made
within an election cycle across various types and sizes of PACs.

In Section 1, we review existing work on the timing decisions of
PACs. We also describe the timing considerations of candidates and
PACs, which we use to investigate contributions in our dataset. In
Section 2, we present the data, measurement, and methods. We present
the empirical results in Section 3, making explicit comparisons about
the effects of various factors on the incidence and timing of contribu-
tions from labor and corporate, small and large PACs. We conclude by
discussing the implications of these results.

1. Feeding the Political Money Machine1

Candidates want their money early. This fact was repeated time
and time again by PAC fund-raisers for congressional candidates and
by PAC managers.2 The importance of early money in political
campaigns inspires the names of groups like EMILY’s List, whose
name is an acronym for “Early Money Is Like Yeast,” with the associated
slogan, “It helps the dough rise.”

Jacobson (1992) emphasizes the importance of the timing of
contributions to candidates: “In general, money available early in the
campaign is put to much better use than money received later. Early
money is seed money for the entire campaign effort; it is needed to
organize, plan, and raise more money” (1992, 78–79). We know that
receiving early money gives candidates maximum flexibility when making
expenditures and leads to later fund-raising success (Biersack,
Herrnson, and Wilcox 1993; Krasno, Green, and Cowden 1994). Early
money also affects the redistribution of money to other party candi-
dates and, thus, of power in the legislative body (Baker 1989; Gimpel
1996; Gurwitt 1990; Heberlig 2001; Herrnson 1997; Jackson 1988). As
Heberlig (2001) writes, “Leadership PACs are formed to take advan-
tage of one’s current positions to raise extra contributions to achieve
goals of personal ambition and/or party maximization” (19). In addition
to studying leadership PACs, scholars have analyzed transfers from
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candidates’ campaign committees to other candidates’ campaigns or to
a party committee. These fund transfers are separate from leadership
PACs and, in the words of Speaker Hastert’s “Battleground 2000”
plan, are important determinants of incumbents’ committee assignments
and their rank within committees in the 107th Congress (Heberlig 2001,
1). The receipt of early money may also affect incumbent vulnerability,
or simply the perception of incumbent vulnerability (Box-Steffensmeier
1996; Epstein and Zemsky 1995). The empirical literature is mixed on
the extent to which, and under which conditions, challenger deterrence
actually occurs.3 Finally, early expenditures have the greatest impact
on the final election outcome (Box-Steffensmeier and Lin 1997; Krasno,
Green, and Cowden 1994). For this study, we examined the various
candidate characteristics that affected whether or not an incumbent
received a contribution and when during the election cycle the incumbent
received it. Do the same factors that influence whether or not one
receives a contribution also influence the receipt of earlier contributions?

There is less work on the timing motivations of PACs. Since
candidates desire early money, PACs may perceive an early contribu-
tion to be worth more than the same contribution later in the election
cycle. As one PAC manager put it, they “give early to all their friends—
a $5,000 early contribution equals a $50,000 late contribution.”4 On the
other hand, McCarty and Rothenberg (2000) point out that PACs may
want to delay contributions to reduce uncertainty. An overall constraint
for many PACs is that resources exist for only a limited number of
early contributions. The fact that early money may be perceived as
worth more than the actual dollar amount may exaggerate the differ-
ential impact of some PACs. “Surgically given” contributions may make
a big difference to a candidate counting on early contributions to act as
“seed money” for later contributions. Thus, small contributors may be
able to gain a hallowed place in the hearts of some candidates. Do
small PACs give early to capitalize on such an opportunity? Or are the
constraints on small PACs too onerous to allow for such a strategic
calculation? The overall advantage of better-financed groups may simply
be further exaggerated when one considers timing. Can the timing
decisions of large PACs be systematically explained? If so, do the
same factors that affect whether or not a contribution is given lead to
earlier contributions, or is a subset of factors important for timing
decisions?

Detailed studies of the allocation decisions of PACs have not
been empirically investigated with regard to timing. Our work furthers
the literature by focusing on the demands and constraints under which
contribution decisions are made. Much of the literature treats PACs as
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if they are equals in resources, free of encumbrance by their member
donors, and making their selections from a relatively passive group of
candidates (but see Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox 1994, 1999;
Herrnson 2004; McCarty and Rothenberg 2000; and Wilcox 1989). In
our empirical investigation, we include indicators of budget constraints,
distribution of donors, and candidate demand in addition to the typically
considered candidate characteristics (such as leadership positions,
committee membership, and ideology) to capture the determinants of if
and when contributions are made within an election cycle.5 Our work
examines the intersection of donor and recipient characteristics to
determine how they affect the incidence and timing of donations. In
particular, our work on timing is unique and important in the campaign
finance literature.

Timing affects the competitiveness of elections, or at least the
perception of competitiveness.  Which PACs give early money affects
the power and leverage of interest groups, which has implications for
the health of a competitive election system and a balanced interest-
group system. Scholars have long recognized that interest group
factionalism raises a number of important and complicated issues. For
example, some scholars lament that highly organized and better-financed
single-issue groups have an advantage over more-general groups.
Timing affects the location of the loci of power among members of
Congress, interest groups, and between members and interest groups.

Determinants of Whether and When Contributions Are Made

We considered four factors that might lead to candidates,
specifically incumbents, receiving their money at different times:
(1) candidate influence, (2) candidate ideology, (3) candidate need, and
(4) PAC geography and resources.

Candidate Influence refers to the control a member of Congress
exerts over issues of importance to the group (Grenzke 1988; Grier
and Munger 1986, 1991; Hall and Wayman 1990; McCarty and
Rothenberg 1996b; Sorauf 1988). We examined the hypotheses that
tenure in Congress, a leadership position, or membership on a committee
whose jurisdiction includes important interests of the group will increase
a member’s influence over group interests. We hypothesized that as
the incumbent’s influence over the group’s agenda rises, the likelihood
of that incumbent receiving a contribution, as well as receiving it early,
will increase.

Candidate Ideology or voting history is an important factor to
consider when explaining the incidence and timing of campaign
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contributions (Gopoian 1984; Herndon 1982; Poole and Romer 1985;
Poole, Romer, and Rosenthal 1987). We measured candidate ideology
by assessing the levels of support for the interests of labor unions or
corporations. Members who have a history of voting for the group’s
interest can provide the most valuable information (Austen-Smith 1995;
Smith 1984, 1989), are most likely to intervene on the group’s behalf,
and are likely to have less constituent pressure to vote contrary to the
group’s interests (Grenzke 1988; Grier and Munger 1986). Given the
substantial evidence for the ideological stability of members of Congress
over their careers, we suspect a PAC has a better chance of mobilizing
a friend than persuading an opponent to change his or her stance (Hall
and Wayman 1990; Poole 1997). Thus, we hypothesized that incumbents
who are proven friends of organized labor or corporate interests through
past voting patterns or party affiliation should receive earlier contributions.

Candidate Need taps into electoral vulnerability (Evans 1988;
Gerber and Ansolabehere 1995; Radcliffe 1997). As the incumbent’s
likelihood of winning reelection drops, the likelihood of he or she receiving
a contribution also declines. Tight elections generally involve higher
spending and additional fund-raising. Some scholars argue that PACs
are risk averse and less interested in contributing to struggling candi-
dates (McCarty and Rothenberg 1996b). Other researchers focus on
the group’s desire to keep its friends in office and incur the gratitude of
members (Grenzke 1988). Regardless, small victory margins suggest
to both supporters and opponents that the incumbent may be in trouble.
The entry of high-quality challengers, either within the incumbent’s
party or in the opposing party, also leads to a more-difficult reelection
campaign. Finally, those candidates who start the election cycle with
small reserves may need to seek out more PAC money to fund their
campaigns. As for timing, the greater a candidate’s need for PAC funds,
the less bargaining strength the candidate will have in negotiating with
PACs about when the money is received. Complicating matters is the
fact that large PACs may institutionalize rules so that money is con-
trolled by different actors, a scenario suggesting that some PAC man-
agers lack control over the timing of a contribution (Bedlington 1994).

Finally, PAC Geography and Resources are important factors
for determining which candidates receive donations and when (Wright
1985, 1996). Large numbers of PAC members in a candidate’s district
are expected to influence the group’s allocation strategy (Rossotti 1994,
226). Local PAC membership also gives a group greater candidate
influence and makes their contribution more effective and legitimate
because the group is often involved in the candidate’s campaign through
volunteers (Denzau and Munger 1986; Grenzke 1989). To maintain



554 Box-Steffensmeier, Radcliffe, and Bartels

participation, PACs also seek to respond to donor interests (Eismeier
and Pollock 1988; Handler and Mulkern 1982; Sorauf 1984), which
leads to spending in fund-raising areas. Norms and structures encourage
contributions to candidates in the areas where funds are raised, and
some PACs have formal rules requiring that money be returned to the
original fund-raising areas (Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox 1994;
Grenzke 1988, 88). Furthermore, some work has suggested that PACs
with headquarters in Washington, DC, exhibit a distinctive contribution
style because they are involved in more networks (see, for example,
Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox 1994, 1999; Eismeier and Pollack 1984;
and Wilcox 1989). Continuing in that vein, we expected DC PACs to
be more likely to contribute to incumbents and to do so earlier.

The PAC’s budget size also affects its decisions. Large PACs
have more resources available for contributing and are forced by the
legal limits on contributions to spread their money around. As PACs
grow, there may be declining marginal effects; PACs can run out of
acceptable candidates and choose to move some of their money into
independent expenditures or other forms of advocacy. Larger PACs
have greater flexibility regarding the timing of contributions, whereas
small PACs will be constrained by their own budgets. “You have to
raise money to spend money” applies equally to candidates making
expenditures and PACs making campaign contributions to candidates.6

To summarize, four expectations have emerged regarding how
the previously discussed candidate and PAC factors affect whether
and when contributions are given and received. First, influential incum-
bents should receive their money earliest. Second, candidates who are
ideologically similar to a PAC should also receive their money early.
Third, needy candidates will get their money later. Finally, larger budgets
and a local PAC membership base should mean earlier contributions
for incumbents so that PACs can maximize the “bang for their buck.”

Distinguishing between Types of PACs

We examined the contribution behavior of corporate and labor
PACs. For theoretical reasons supported by the existing qualitative and
quantitative literature, we treated and analyzed labor and corporate
PACs separately. Specifically, Sorauf (1988) argues that various factors
affect corporate and labor PACs differently. Sorauf expects ideology
and partisanship to matter more for labor PACs and an incumbent’s
institutional assets, such as committee assignments, seniority, and
majority party status, to matter more for corporate PACs (see Clawson,
Neustadtl, and Scott 1992; Grier and Munger 1991, 1993; Munger 1989;
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and Rudolph 1999). Theoretical expectations about the effects of each
of the four factors of interest are different for labor and corporate
PACs. For example, candidate influence may have a larger effect and
candidate need a smaller effect (both may lead to later contributions)
for corporate PACs, whereas labor PACs may show a larger effect
for geographical constraints, given their contributor bases.

We also find compelling reasons to analyze separately small and
large PACs. The literature on campaign finance provides a firm foun-
dation for making this distinction. Smaller PACs are much more
constrained in their campaign behavior, having fewer resources and
connections (see, for instance, Eismeier and Pollock 1988, McCarty
and Rothenberg 2000, and Wilcox 1989). Thus, the effect of PAC
geography and resource constraints may be more limiting for small
PACs. Relatedly, small PACs may be more likely to consider fewer
candidate characteristics when making their allocation decisions. Also,
fewer factors should be important in explaining the timing of small
PAC contributions because PACs often cannot spend money when
they want to do so, simply because it is not yet available. To preserve
these differences in the analyses, we examined the factors affecting
the incidence and timing of PAC contributions for four PAC types:
(1) large corporate PACs, (2) small corporate PACs, (3) large labor
PACs, and (4) small labor PACs.

2. Data, Measurement, and Methods

We collected data on the timing of contributions from the Federal
Election Commission’s 1993–94 Freedom of Information Act data files.7
The “itemized committee contributions” file contains a record for each
contribution made by a PAC during the cycle. We examined all labor
and corporate PACs and their contribution behavior toward incum-
bents in the U.S. House of Representatives in the 1993–94 cycle. To
examine the factors leading to a PAC contribution and its timing, we
expanded the dataset to contain a record for every pairing of a PAC
and an incumbent, whether or not that pair exchanged a contribution.8
Thus, the unit of analysis in the models is a PAC-incumbent dyad. All
corporate and labor PACs were used in creating the dyads. Matching
every PAC with every incumbent in the dataset yields a total of N =
58,254 for large corporate, N = 278,502 for small corporate, N = 10,168
for large labor, and N = 36,208 for small labor. In addition to our inde-
pendent variables, such as the constraints imposed by PAC resources,
our models include the typical variables pointed out in the literature as
important, specifically, variables capturing voting patterns and electoral
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vulnerability (Gopoian 1984; Grenzke 1989; Grier and Munger 1986,
1991; McCarty and Rothenberg 1996a, 1996b; Poole and Romer 1985;
Poole, Romer, and Rosenthal 1987).9

Measuring Candidate Influence

Committee Assignments: For labor PACs, a dichotomous variable
for the Education and Labor Committee (Education), which is the
major substantive committee for union interests, is coded as 1 if the
incumbent was on that committee, and as 0 otherwise. For corporate
PACs, a dichotomous variable for the Energy and Commerce
Committee (Energy), which has jurisdiction over a wide range of
business concerns, is coded as 1 if the incumbent was on that committee,
and as 0 otherwise.10 A dichotomous variable is coded 1 for members
serving on any prestige committees (Prestige): Appropriations, Budget,
Rules, and Ways and Means (see Smith and Deering 1990). Since
prestige committees are likely to have input on all substantive legislation,
their members may have an easier time raising earlier campaign
contributions.

Seniority: The number of years the incumbent has served in
Congress.

Majority Leader: A dichotomous variable coded 1 if the incumbent
is a member of the majority party leadership.11

Minority Leader: A dichotomous variable coded 1 if the incumbent
is a member of the minority party leadership.

Measuring Candidate Ideology

Comparative Ratings: For labors PACs, we used COPE, an
ideological rating ranging from 0 to 100. A score of 100 means perfect
agreement with the Committee on Political Education’s positions on
key votes during the previous congressional session. For corporate
PACs, we used COC, another ideological rating ranging from 0 to 100.
A score of 100 on COC means perfect agreement with the Chamber
of Commerce’s positions on key votes during the previous congres-
sional session.

Party: A dichotomous variable coded as 1 for Republicans and 0
for Democrats.
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Measuring Candidate Need

Previous Election Margin: The percent of the vote the incumbent
received in the previous (1992) general election.12

General Election Challenger Quality (Quality): A dichotomous
variable coded as 1 if the incumbent faced a high-quality challenger in
the general election, and as 0 otherwise. We used the typical definition:
A challenger who has held previous political office is considered a
high-quality challenger.13

Primary Election Challenger Quality (Primary Quality): A
dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the incumbent faced a high-quality
challenger in the primary, and as 0 otherwise.

Beginning Cash-on-Hand: The amount of money in the
candidate’s campaign account at the beginning of the electoral cycle,
measured in millions of dollars.

Measuring PAC Geography and Resources

Union: For labor PACs, the percent of the district who belong to
the union.

Home Candidate: A dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the can-
didate is from the state in which the PAC is based, and as 0 otherwise.

Washington DC PAC: A dichotomous variable coded as 1 if the
PAC is based in Washington, DC, and as 0 otherwise.

In-State Contributions: Proportion of the PAC’s incoming
contributions that come from the same state as the candidate.14

Lagged Receipts: The PAC’s total receipts during the previous
(1991–92) election cycle in millions of dollars.15

Lagged Receipts Squared: The PAC’s total receipts during the
previous (1991–92) election cycle in millions of dollars squared.

Large versus Small PACs. We defined a large labor PAC as
one that made 100 or more contributions during the cycle. This defini-
tion includes the 41 largest labor PACs, 22% of all labor PACs. We
define a large corporate PAC as one that made 50 or more contribu-
tions during the cycle. Two-hundred and nineteen large corporate PACs
constitute 17% of all corporate PACs. McCarty and Rothenberg (1996b)
examine large PACs and use the same cutoff for labor PACs that we
use here. For corporate PACs, they use a cutoff of 75 contributions,
thus only 11% of corporate PACs fall under their definition of large.
We found that corporate PACs making between 50 and 75 contribu-
tions pooled better with larger PACs than smaller ones.
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Having discussed the importance of timing and the four concep-
tual factors and their measurement, we now turn to a discussion of our
methods.

Methods

We used a split-population duration model to determine whether
or not a contribution was given and the length of time, measured in
days, until it was given as a function of candidate influence, candidate
ideology, candidate need, and PAC geography and resources. Because
our central question focuses on a measure of time, we needed duration
models (Beck 1998; Bennett 1999; Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 1997,
2004). Our innovation to the literature is to study both incidence and
timing in one model.16

Substantive reasons led us to use the split-population duration
model as opposed to a standard duration model (for example,
semiparametric Cox or a Weibull model). One of the assumptions of
standard duration models is that every observation in the data will
experience the event of interest, which is sometimes an unreasonable
assumption in violation of a particular theory or understanding of the
process under examination. In our case, a standard duration model
would assume that every incumbent would eventually receive a contri-
bution from every labor and corporate PAC, both large and small. This
is obviously an unrealistic assumption to make regarding PAC
contributions; there are certain representatives who will not receive
contributions from certain types of PACs. For instance, we do not
expect labor unions to contribute to Representative Peter Hoestra, who
investigated the Teamsters, or to Cass Ballenger, who tried to “reform”
the Occupational Safety and Health Adminstration. These legislative
activities are so offensive to unions that we would not expect unions to
make contributions to these legislators, even if unions thought that
contributing to Republicans en masse would help them. Similarly, we
would not expect corporate PACs to contribute to members such as
George Miller, the leading environmentalist in Congress, or to Pete
Stark, a leader on single-payer health care reform. Unlike standard
duration models, split-population duration models, also called “cure”
models, relax the assumption that all observations will experience the
event of interest. In our case, split-population models do not assume
that a PAC will eventually give to every candidate. This method splits
the data into two subpopulations: cases that will eventually experience
the event, and cases that will never experience the event. If, instead,
the assumption that all candidate-PAC dyads will exchange a contribu-
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tion was imposed, then the resulting model would be misspecified (see
Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002, 274). For these reasons, the choice of a
split-population model is critical.

Split-population models estimate via maximum likelihood the
proportion of cases that will not experience the event, together with the
parameters characterizing the hazard rate for the proportion that will
experience the event. The online appendix17 includes the derivation of
the model for standard parametric distributions (see also Schmidt and
Witte 1989). The model produces two sets of simultaneously esti-
mated coefficients: one set for the incidence of contributions, and another
for the timing of contributions. It is important to note that the censoring
indicator serves as the dependent variable in the incidence, or “split-
ting,” part of the model. In our analysis, the censoring indicator estab-
lishes whether or not a contribution was exchanged for a particular
PAC-incumbent pair, so the incidence part of the model estimates the
likelihood of a PAC-incumbent pair exchanging a contribution. We
modeled the incidence part of the estimation as a logit and the hazard
rate as a log-logistic distribution.18

Another feature of split-population models is that they allow for
differential effects of the independent variables on whether or not the
event occurred and its timing. Different covariates can even be included
to explain whether and when a contribution occurred. For example, an
independent variable may have a positive effect on whether a contri-
bution is made and a negative effect on when it is made. This feature
makes the split-population model much more flexible than other duration
models. The appeal of the log-likelihood in a split-population model is
that observations that never experience the event will contribute infor-
mation only to part of the function; in other words, the log-likelihood
“splits” the two populations (Schmidt and Witte 1988, 1989). Further-
more, estimation of a split parameter, δ (the estimated mean probability
of cases experiencing the event), allows us to test whether or not relaxing
the assumption that every PAC will give to every candidate is neces-
sary. If it is not, that is, if δ = 1, then the split-population model collapses
into a typical duration model. So there is little cost to estimating the
split-population model.

Figures 1 and 2 show the timing of first contributions for large
and small PACs. We see a sharp contrast between the timing of contri-
butions for large and small PACs (note that the timescales in the two
figures differ in range). Almost all large PACs have contributed by the
first 100 days of the election cycle, but only about 40% of small PACs
have done so. This finding is consistent with interview data, which
emphasize the differential availability of funds for small and large
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PACs.19 Roughly a third of large PACs have contributed in the first
month of the election cycle, whereas less than 15% of all small PACs
have done so. Descriptive statistics also support our rationale for
analyzing large and small PACs separately. For corporate PACs, the
mean contribution rate is 23.8% for large PACs and only 3.0% for
small PACs. For labor PACs, the mean contribution rate is 43.5% for
large PACs and 3.5% for small PACs. This evidence indicates that
large PACs are, on average, much more likely to contribute to a given
candidate than are small PACs.

3. Results: Comparisons and Contrasts

Our empirical investigation shows that the timing of contributions
is an important component of campaign finance strategies. Early-money
recipients differ in important ways from late-money recipients, and
PAC geography and resources serve as substantial constraints that
have been overlooked in the literature. In this section, we discuss the
fit of the models and present a systematic look at the four factors
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central to explaining the incidence and timing of contributions. We then
discuss the differences between labor and corporate PAC contribution
strategies, as well as between small and large PAC strategies.

Table 1 contains the timing and likelihood results for corporate
PACs, and Table 2 contains the results for labor PACs. In Tables 1 and
2, the estimated split should be similar to the observed split for an
accurate model. Our models do very well in estimating the actual
contribution rate; for example, the rate is estimated as .26 and observed
as .24 for large corporate PACs. In all four models (large corporate,
small corporate, large labor, and small labor), the assumption that all
PACs contribute to all incumbents, which would impose a split equal to
1.00, is clearly rejected. This rejection demonstrates that the split-
population model is absolutely essential.20 Furthermore, the Wald tests
show that all models are statistically significant.

In the timing part of the split-population model, positive (negative)
coefficients are associated with earlier (later) contributions. For the
incidence of a contribution, positive (negative) coefficients are associated
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with an increase (decrease) in the likelihood of a contribution. Together
with the significance values, the coefficients give a picture of how
donor and recipient characteristics intersect to determine the incidence
and timing of contributions.

Candidate Influence

Candidate influence plays a powerful role in determining who
gets money and when they get it. A small set of candidate influence
variables explains the timing of a contribution. Majority party leaders
receive their money earlier from large corporate and labor PACs. Being
in the majority leadership has no effect on the timing of contributions
from small PACs, however. Seniority does not aid an incumbent in
receiving early money, the coefficient being insignificant for all four
models. Furthermore, committee-related factors only affect the timing
of contributions for large corporate PACs. Incumbents on the Energy
and Commerce Committee, which is the substantive committee tied
closely to corporate interests, are more likely to receive early contribu-
tions. Membership on a prestige committee does not affect the timing
of contributions.

For both large and small corporate PACs, all of the candidate
influence variables exhibit statistically significant influences on the
incidence of a contribution. The incidence of contributions to incumbents
from large labor PACs can be explained by the prestige of the committee
and whether or not the incumbent was part of the Democratic majority
leadership in the 1993–94 session. For small labor PACs, the incidence
of a contribution is a function of whether or not the incumbent was on the
Education and Labor Committee or in the Democratic party leadership.

Candidate Ideology

Candidate ideology influences whether or not an incumbent
receives a contribution across all types of PACs. Democratic
backbenchers and party leaders profit from their majority status. Small
corporate PACs give their money earlier to Republicans, in spite of
spreading it around to the Democratic majority.

Not surprisingly, higher COC scores increase the likelihood of
contributions from corporate PACs, and higher COPE scores increase
the likelihood of contributions from labor PACs. For both large labor
and large corporate PACs, incumbents who are more ideologically
congruent with the PAC receive earlier contributions. But surprisingly,
small corporate PACs are more likely to give money later in the campaign
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to those with higher COC scores. Judging from the relative coefficient
magnitudes for the likelihood of a contribution, we conclude that
corporate PACs place greater emphasis on ideology, as the coefficient
for the COC rating scale is far larger than that of the coefficient for the
dichotomous party variable. This same pattern emerges for large labor
PACs, but not for small labor PACs.

Candidate Need

Our investigation shows that candidate need is also important in
determining who gets money from all types of PACs. First, for corporate
PACs, candidate need is an important factor influencing the timing of
contributions. Incumbents elected by narrower margins in the previous
election or facing quality challengers in the general election are more
likely to receive contributions from corporate PACs. The evidence
suggests, however, that although corporate PACs are more likely to
contribute to incumbents who are more vulnerable, these PACs reduce
risk by contributing money later in the campaign to incumbents who
either face quality challengers in the general election or, in the case of
small corporate PACs, were in close races in the previous election.
Concerning financial need, incumbents with higher stores of beginning
cash-on-hand are less likely to receive contributions from small corporate
PACs, but no more likely to receive contributions from large corporate
PACs. Furthermore, increasing levels of beginning cash-on-hand lead
to incumbents receiving contributions later in the campaign from large
corporate PACs.

The results indicate that labor PACs do not back away from
embattled incumbents. Poor showings in the previous election and high-
quality challengers in the general election serve to increase the likeli-
hood of an incumbent receiving a contribution in the 1993–94 cycle.
But for small labor PACs, incumbents facing quality challengers are
more likely to receive contributions later in the campaign. For large
labor PACs, increasing vulnerability leads to earlier contributions.
Krasno, Green, and Cowden (1994) have observed that incumbents
are able to react to challenger spending by increasing their own. Labor
PACs seem willing to make these tools available to their supporters in
response to a general-election challenger. Also, Herrnson (2004) char-
acterizes labor PACs as sensitive to financial and electoral needs.
Decreasing levels of beginning cash-on-hand increase the likelihood of
an incumbent receiving a contribution from both large and small labor
PACs. Furthermore, large labor PACs are more likely to give early to
incumbents with lower levels of beginning cash-on-hand.
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PAC Geography and Resources

Our work clearly shows the importance of PAC resources. PACs
with larger budgets are able to make more contributions and to give
them earlier in the cycle. With the exception of large corporate PACs,
evidence exists of a declining marginal rate of return, as squared receipts
are statistically significant and bear the opposite sign. The geography
of the PACs plays a powerful role if the incumbent is from the state in
which the PAC is based. Candidates are more likely to receive money
earlier in the campaign from large and small corporate PACs and large
labor PACs based in their home state relative to the reference group.21

The findings for PACs based in Washington, DC, are mixed. Large
and small corporate PACs and small labor PACs based in Washington,
DC, are more likely to contribute to incumbents relative to the refer-
ence group. There is no timing effect for small corporate PACs, but
the evidence shows that large corporate DC PACs are more likely to
contribute earlier to incumbents than their non-DC, non–home state
counterparts. The evidence from labor PACs shows the opposite timing
effect: DC labor PACs are more likely to contribute to incumbents
later in the campaign (but only with a marginally significant effect for
small labor PACs) relative to the reference group.

In general, the larger the share of a PAC’s fund-raising in a state,
the more likely PACs are to make contributions in that state. This variable
produces mixed findings with regard to timing. For small labor and
large corporate PACs, increasing fund-raising in the state leads to earlier
contributions to incumbents in that state (but note that the effect is only
marginally significant for small labor PACs). For large labor and small
corporate PACs, increasing fund-raising in the state leads to later
contributions to incumbents in the state. Substantial evidence suggests
that PACs contribute where they have members. The share of a PAC’s
fund-raising in a state is a more-useful measure of geography for
corporate PACs than for large labor PACs with established payroll
deduction systems because labor PACs rely substantially less on large
contributions. The percentage of district residents belonging to a labor
union is a strong predictor of the likelihood of labor contributions, and
incumbents with more union constituents are also more likely to receive
earlier contributions from large labor PACs.

Summary

Comparing the incidence and timing parts of the models, we see
that more variables help explain the incidence of PAC contribution
strategies than contribution timing. For example, a seat on a prestige
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committee affects the likelihood of a corporate contribution, but not its
timing. Factors associated with candidate influence, ideology, and need
all exhibit a more-significant influence on the incidence rather than the
timing of a contribution. In contrast, variables tapping PAC geography
and resources are overwhelmingly central to both the likelihood and
timing of a contribution and are the predominant explanatory factors
for the timing of contributions. Thus, although many studies have focused
solely on candidate characteristics in the study of campaign contribu-
tions (for example, Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox 1993; Krasno, Green,
and Cowden 1994), our study builds upon other works (for instance,
Wilcox 1989) by underscoring the substantial impact of PAC charac-
teristics on both the incidence and timing of contributions.

Our results also highlight significant differences between the
corporate and labor PAC models, which is not surprising if we consider
the literature’s emphasis on the different motivations of these two PAC
types (see, for example, Clawson, Neustadtl, and Scott 1992; Grier and
Munger 1991, 1993; Munger 1989; Rudolph 1999; and Sorauf 1988).
In particular, the evidence shows that district-competitiveness factors
exhibit more-significant effects on the timing of contributions from
corporate PACs than on those from labor PACs. Overall, we see that
fewer covariates affect labor PAC decision making than affect corporate
PAC decision making. PAC geography and resources, neglected con-
siderations in the previous literature, play a central role in the allocation
decisions of both types of PACs. Indeed, resources and geography
dominate the timing models for labor PACs and are the sole factors
explaining timing for small labor PACs, whereas additional candidate
covariates are important to corporate PACs. Thus, our findings rein-
force the necessity of separately analyzing corporate and labor PAC
contribution behavior.

Comparing large and small PACs, we find that the factors affecting
the likelihood of contribution are similar. There is more variation, how-
ever, between the timing parts of the models based on PAC size. Small
labor PACs are particularly constrained by geography and resources
when considering when to give. Also, large corporate PACs are more
likely to give earlier contributions to incumbents with higher COC scores,
but small corporate PACs are more likely to give later to those with
higher COC scores. Also, candidate influence factors, especially for
corporate PACs, are more significant in explaining timing for large
PACs than for small ones. Building upon the work of Eismeier and
Pollock (1988), Wilcox (1989), and McCarty and Rothenberg (2000),
we show clear differences between large and small PACs regarding
the effects of the variables of interest on the timing of contributions.
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Further Interpretation:
Predicted Probabilities and Hazard Rates

We compared a baseline incumbent to four alternative cases that
vary candidate influence, candidate ideology, candidate need, and PAC
geography and resources. The baseline case was created with all the
dichotomous variables set to 0 and all the continuous variables set to
their mean, except for the ideology scores, which were set to the middle
of the range at 50.

The first alternative case, “Candidate Influence,” represents an
otherwise typical incumbent who has 20 years of seniority (one standard
deviation above the mean) and is part of the majority party leadership.
The second alternative case, “Candidate Ideology,” represents an
otherwise typical incumbent whose COC or COPE score for corporate
and labor PACs, respectively, is 75 rather than the baseline of 50.
“Candidate Need” is the third alternative case and represents an other-
wise typical incumbent who represents a marginal district (elected with
one standard deviation below the mean for previous vote) and faces a
quality challenger in the general election. “PAC Geography and
Resources” is the last alternative case, representing an otherwise typical
incumbent who receives a contribution from a PAC in his or her home
state, which provided 10% (one standard deviation above the mean) of the
relevant PAC’s traceable contributions and, for labor PAC contributions,
also represented a district containing a larger percentage of labor union
members (one standard deviation above its mean) among its residents.

The top portion of Table 3 provides estimates of the probability of
receiving a contribution for each of the four alternative cases from
each type of PAC. PAC geography and resources are important influ-
ences on whether or not a contribution is received, yielding the largest
impact for various types of PACs: a .440, .226, and .194 chance of
receiving a contribution from large corporate, small corporate, and small
labor PACs, respectively. Influential incumbents also fare well overall,
and candidate influence is the second-most important factor for large
and small corporate PACs and the third-most important for small labor
PACs. The needy incumbent finishes last for large and small corporate
PACs, third for large labor, and second for small labor. The highest
probability of receiving a contribution in Table 3 is from large labor
PACs, at .645, which is for incumbents who are more ideologically
similar to labor interests. The difference between large and small PACs
is immediately apparent in Table 3. The probability of receiving a
contribution from a large PAC varies between .18 and .65; for small
PACs, that probability lies between .02 and .23.
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TABLE 3
Further Interpretation

Predicted Probability of a Contribution
Candidate Candidate Candidate PAC Geography

Type of PAC Baseline Influence Ideology Need and Resources

Large Corporate 0.184 0.318 0.246 0.231 0.440
Small Corporate 0.022 0.040 0.033 0.030 0.226
Large Labor 0.446 0.543 0.645 0.576 0.606
Small Labor 0.018 0.031 0.026 0.037 0.194

Note: Entries are predicted probabilities of a PAC-incumbent pair exchanging a contribution for the
given covariate profile.

Percent Change in Hazard Rate on the Day of Maximum Baseline Hazard

Day of Highest Candidate Candidate Candidate PAC Geography
Type of PAC Baseline Hazard Rate Influence Ideology Need and Resources

Large Corporate 313 7.6% 3.6% –8.5% 18.2%
Small Corporate 497 1.7% –10.6% –16.1% 32.4%
Large Labor 235 17.5% 7.3% 2.2% 23.7%
Small Labor 568 7.4% 0.7% –15.9% 12.9%

Note: Entries are percent changes from the baseline hazard rate for the given covariate profile when t
(the analysis time) is fixed to the day at which the baseline hazard for the particular PAC type is at its
maximum.

We also plotted the baseline hazard rates for the alternative cases,
and we will include this figure in the ICPSR data archive. To summarize,
these hazard plots show clear evidence of the differential timing effects
for large versus small PACs. The hazard rate for the large PACs peaks
and then declines late in the first year, while the small PACs peak later
in the second year with a smaller decline.

The bottom portion of Table 3 illustrates the effects of the four
profiles on the hazard rate. Since the log-logistic duration model is
parameterized as an accelerated failure time formulation, the percent
change in the hazard rate varies across different covariate profiles.
Thus, we chose a particular time point in the analysis for each model
and calculated the percent change in the hazard rate from the baseline.
The time point we chose was the day at which the baseline hazard rate
for each type of PAC reached its maximum. For instance, the baseline
hazard reached its maximum for large corporate PACs on day 313.
Each cell entry for large corporate PACs equals the percent change in
the hazard rate for a particular covariate profile from the baseline hazard
when t is fixed at 313.
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PAC geography and resources appear to be the most important
influences on the change in the hazard rate. Incumbents who are from
the same home state as a PAC and who received a larger-than-average
share of contributions from the home state (when we hold all other
factors constant) possess a higher chance of receiving a contribution
early. Candidate influence is also an important factor for large and
small labor PACs, indicating that incumbent influence considerations
play a larger role in the timing of contributions for labor PACs than
they do for corporate PACs. Table 3 highlights the strong substantive
effect of candidate need on the timing of contributions. For both small
corporate and small labor PACs, when we hold other variables constant,
vulnerability and strong competition decrease the hazard of receiving a
contribution with considerable magnitude compared to the other factors.

Beyond the effects of these factors, there is more diversity across
the types of PACs regarding the size of the effect of the factors on
timing than there is on the probability of receiving a contribution. Figure 3
shows the relative effect of the four factors for large labor PACs.
(This graphical presentation provides more than a one-day snapshot of
the timing of contributions.) Being an incumbent from the same state in
which the PAC is based, as well as receiving a larger-than-average
proportion of contributions from the home state, leads to one receiving

FIGURE 3
Hazard Rate Comparisons for Large Labor PACs
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the earliest contributions. All four of the factors lead to earlier contri-
butions than the baseline category; the effects of candidate need and
candidate ideology are practically indistinguishable, however, and do
not show dramatic differences compared to the baseline. The figure
for small corporate PACs shows a dramatic effect for PAC geography
and resources. The small labor PACs figure shows the most separation
among the four factors midway through the cycle; the large corporate
PACs figure shows separation earlier in the cycle.

Conclusions

Some aspects of the timing of contributions fit with commonly
held conceptions of allocation strategy. Many characteristics that in-
crease the likelihood of a contribution also lead to earlier contributions.
For example, being an influential incumbent increases the likelihood of
one receiving a contribution and receiving it earlier. But interesting
differential effects exist between the determinants of who receives a
contribution and when they receive it. That is, there are opposite signs
on the incidence-versus-timing coefficients for some independent vari-
ables. For example, needy incumbents facing high-quality challengers
are more likely to receive contributions from corporate PACs but to
receive them later. Also, candidate need is a more-potent influence on
when to contribute than it is on the actual decision to contribute.

Political scientists in general, and campaign finance scholars in
particular, have recently begun to correct the paucity of studies on
timing in decision making. Our study of the timing of PAC contributions
helps further this research agenda by considering the intersection of
incumbent candidate characteristics and PAC contribution strategies.
The timing of contributions affects who is powerful in the institution
since legislators receiving large sums of early money often redistribute
it to other party candidates and expect something in return, such as a
choice committee assignment (Heberlig 2001). If incumbents do not
have early money, then they cannot participate in reallocation. Early
money may be perceived as being worth more, so further distortions of
power among interest groups may occur. Thus, assessing the factors
that determine the timing of contributions is interesting and important
for a completer understanding of the campaign process.

Our study sheds light on who is getting, and who is giving, money
and when. Using the appropriate methodological tool, the split-population
duration model, we generated estimates of the effects of four factors
on the incidence and timing of contributions for both corporate and
labor PACs, large and small. Many of the variables associated with the
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four factors exhibited significant influences on the incidence of contri-
butions for all PAC types. For timing, however, one factor in particular—
PAC geography and resources—serves as the primary determinant of
when PACs contribute. In particular, for all PAC types, large-budget
PACs are more likely to contribute early, and, for three out of the four
PAC types, PAC-incumbent pairs from the same state are more likely,
relative to the reference group, to exchange a contribution early in the
election cycle. Furthermore, for large PACs, increasing ideological
congruence between the PAC and the incumbent increases the likeli-
hood of that incumbent receiving money early. A couple of candidate
need and influence factors are also influential in determining the timing
of contributions for various models.
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1. The section title is taken from Glasser and White 1999. Glasser and White
highlight the drive of candidates to increase their campaign coffers prior to the Federal
Election Commission (FEC) filing deadlines with the expectation of scaring off potential
challengers.
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  2. Confidential interviews with one of the authors, July 1999 and November
2001.

  3. Milyo and Groseclose (1999) find that the war chests of wealthy candidates
do not deter challengers. More generally, Goodliffe (2001) does not find that war chests
have a deterrence effect. Goodliffe’s work focuses on questions of endogeneity. The
definitions, measurement, and methodologies used to examine the effect of war chests
vary among authors; see Ansolabehere and Snyder 2000, McCarty and Rothenberg
2000, Milyo 1998, and Squire 1991. Mycoff’s work (2002) moves to reconcile the
findings by clarifying monetary definitions used in campaign finance.

  4. Confidential interviews with one of the authors, July 1999.
  5. Informative studies by Eismeier and Pollock (1986) and Wilcox (1989) have

examined PAC contribution strategies across election cycles.
  6. Confidential interviews with the author, July 1999.
  7. We have found no research claiming that PACs behaved differently during the

1993–94 cycle or that they changed strategies late in the cycle. There was no appre-
ciable jump in PAC contributions or the number of PACs. Incumbents did not have
difficulty raising funds either. Our data on the incumbent’s reliance on PAC funds is
consistent across other elections prior and subsequent to the 1994 election.

  8. Studying all PACs and candidates is critical to prevent selection bias. Since
some pairs never exchange a contribution, we censored observations for these pairs. We
also excluded from analysis the 16 incumbents who expressly refused PAC contribu-
tions in the 1994 election; these incumbents’ decision was idiosyncratic and thus
beyond what we could hope to model.

Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox (1994) highlight the diversity of PACs and the
problems that arise by looking at only the largest PACs, as the literature typically does.
We expect timing differences to be based on the size of the PAC. McCarty and
Rothenberg’s (1996b, 2000) bargaining model discusses the pattern of contributions
expected over the course of the election cycle. Their model considers pre- and post-
primary contributions.

  9. We focus on incumbents because they are the candidates who receive early
funds. Mycoff (2002) explains that the handful of challengers who do receive early
contributions are in districts where the partisan balance of voters is close. Including
voting pattern information necessarily excludes challengers, open-seat candidates, and
first-year legislators from the analysis, but it maximizes consistency with the previous
literature.

10. See Grier and Munger 1986 (354) for further details about choosing relevant
committees.

11. Majority Leader is coded as 1 if the member was Speaker, majority leader,
caucus chair or vice chair, majority whip, floor whip, ex officio whip, chief deputy
whip, or assistant deputy whip for the majority party, and as 0 otherwise. Minority
Leaders is coded as 1 if the member was minority leader, conference chair, vice chair or
secretary, minority whip, chief deputy whip, deputy whip, or assistant deputy whip
for the minority party, and as 0 otherwise.

12. This variable ranges from 0.502 to 1.00 because only incumbents, who are
winners, are in the dataset. If our variable ranged from 0 to 1.00, then we would expect
a curvilinear relationship between competitiveness of the election and contributions.
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13. We used the challenger-quality measure developed by Jacobson and Kernell
(1981). Alternative measures have been developed by Bond, Covington, and Fleischer
(1985), Krasno and Green (1988), Canon (1990), Herrnson (2001, 2004), and Maisel,
Stone, and Maestas (2001). Maisel, Stone, and Maestas (2001) have a more-nuanced
and theoretically grounded measure that does not equate service in the New Hampshire
House of Representatives (or similiar large, amateur bodies) with service in the California
Senate or as mayor of New York. In addition, their measure does not suffer from the fact
that since Republicans typically have a “shorter bench” of potential candidates, they
have been finding many of their best candidates elsewhere. Maisel, Stone, and Maestas’s
measure is provided by political elites in a random sample of 200 congressional districts
in response to a survey those authors sent out. Unfortunately, their data start in the
1997–98 cycle and cannot be used for our analysis. Jacobson (1990, 1992) still argues
that the dichotomous measure captures the main components of challenger quality
quite well. Furthermore, in a study that compares various measures of challenger
quality, Bond and Fleischer (1991; see also Bond, Fleischer, and Talbert 1997) provide
further justification for use of the dichotomous measure. The current measure seems
sufficient as a control for the likelihood that a candidate will have the knowledge,
experience, contacts, etc. to know what timing of contributions is optimal and to be in
a position to get it.

14. See Grenzke 1988 for a discussion of measuring in-state sources of PAC
receipts.

15. We use lagged receipts instead of current receipts for two reasons. First,
lagged receipts avoid simultaneity biases, and, second, contributions made early in the
cycle are frequently drawn from the previous cycle’s excess funds.

16. The theories regarding the timing of contributions and the value of early
money emphasize the importance of the time until the first contribution for each PAC-
candidate pair in the election cycle, rather than focusing on the primary and general
election periods. Interviews with PAC managers reveal that they do not focus on these
separate periods either (confidential interviews with the author, July 1999 and November
2001). We know from the incumbent’s “long campaign” perspective that even early in
the cycle they are likewise focused on the whole campaign, not just the primary (Box-
Steffensmeier and Franklin 1995; Franklin 1993). Our work discusses early money in
the context of the entire two-year election cycle because this framework best fits our
understanding of how the process is perceived.

Clearly the contribution amount is important information. Ideally, we would
study the existence/nonexistence, timing, and amount of a contribution simultaneously,
but current methods are underdeveloped. Radcliffe (1998) argues that contribution size
contains only limited information: “[C]ontribution amounts may be determined by the
preponderance of fixed-price fund-raising dinners, designed to avoid jealousy and retri-
bution from less-favored candidates, or simply a function of PAC resources. In this
case, the amount of the contribution contains no information” (1998, 108). Further-
more, observational studies suggest that decisions about whether or not to contribute
and how much to contribute are often made separately: “Once a decision is made to
support a candidate, the size of the contribution is determined” (Bedlington  1994,
106). Given the documented differences between the characteristics that lead to contri-
butions and those that affect the amounts of contributions, we are confident about
estimating our model of contributions and their timing separately from the amount.
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17. The appendix can be accessed online via <http://psweb.sbs.ohio-state.edu/
grads/bartels/pacs.htm>.

18. Researchers have attempted to develop split-population models using
semiparametric approaches, but these attempts have been hampered by problems of
identification (see Sy and Taylor 2000). Blossfeld and Rohwer (1995) and Hosmer and
Lemeshow (1999) recommend selecting a distribution based on observed patterns of
the data as well as likelihood and robustness criteria. This study uses the log-logistic
distribution. We used likelihood ratio tests to determine overall model significance and
found that all of the parametric models we estimated were statistically significant.

19. Confidential interviews with the author, July 1999 and November 2001.
Biersack, Herrnson, and Wilcox (1994) point out that large PACs serve as cue givers
and therefore act prior to the receiver.

20. Lumping large and small PACs together results in an inaccurate contribution
rate, which is not surprising when we consider the difference in their hazard rates
through the election cycle. Large and small PACs operate in different financial worlds
governed by different rules and strategies (Eismeier and Pollock 1988).

21. In our analysis, PACs are based in the candidate’s home state, in Washington,
DC, or neither. The reference group is “neither.”
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