Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate and House
of Representatives

During the 113th Congress, Diana DeGette, Democrat from Colorado’s
1st District, was known for giving “women’s health Wednesday”
speeches, to bring attention to the gendered inequities in the healthcare
that women receive, and was one of the primary forces pushing for the
creation of the Violence Against Women Office in the Department of
Justice. Rick Renzi, Republican representing Arizona’s 1st District in the
2000s, used his perch on the Resources Committee to provide increased
government funds for the Native American tribes in his district. Kathy
Castor, former representative of Florida’s 11th District, fought to prevent
changes to Medicare that she saw as harmful to seniors. Each of these
members had the same goal — to represent a particular disadvantaged
group — but each pursued a different method of achieving this goal.
What explains these tactical differences?

A consciously cultivated legislative reputation is one of the main ways that
representatives communicate their priorities to constituent groups and dem-
onstrate that they are working on their constituents’ behalf. When it comes to
building these reputations, members of Congress have an enormous amount
of discretion when it comes to the means by which they choose to signal that
they are working to serve as a particular group advocate.! As discussed in
Chapter 2, this broad range of potential actions generally necessitates that
representation scholars make a priori assumptions about the types of repre-
sentative acts that members will seek to engage in, and then use measures of
those activities to draw conclusions about the quality of representation

LA full accounting of all of the different legislative actions a member can engage in to form
their reputations can be found in Table 3.1.
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members provide. But because this project introduces a measure of represen-
tation that does not rely on these specific assumptions, I am able to work
backwards to investigate what actions members of Congress with reputa-
tions for advocacy actually chose to utilize to represent a particular group.

In Chapter 3, member reputation and its key characteristics are described
at great length. One of the primary advantages to utilizing member reputa-
tion as a way of conceptualizing and measuring the representation that
members of Congress offer to disadvantaged groups is that it does not depend
upon these a priori assumptions about which legislative actions a member
will choose to engage in to provide that representation. Instead, this measure
captures the considerable latitude members of Congress have in their tactical
decision-making. To highlight the importance of these myriad representa-
tional methods, in Table 3.2, I presented preliminary evidence of the strategic
differences among advocates of disadvantaged groups in the extent to which
they employ common tools like bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as
a means of building their legislative reputations. This initial analysis demon-
strated that member reputations are not synonymous with bill introduction
and cosponsorship behaviors, and there is great variation in when and to
what extent these specific tools are utilized.

In this chapter, I specifically address the reasons behind this tactical
variation. I examine when and why members of Congress who build their
reputation as an advocate for disadvantaged groups make the decision to
exercise that advocacy through the common representational tools of bill
sponsorship and cosponsorship. To begin, I will discuss the reasons why
bill sponsorship and cosponsorship are important and worthwhile legis-
lative actions to consider. Next, I will introduce a theory for how the type
of reputation a member is seeking to build, and for whom, as well as their
place within Congress’ institutional structures, impacts which type of
legislative tools members of Congress choose to lean on to build their
legislative reputations. Finally, I analyze the effects of advocacy reputa-
tions and institutional position on sponsorship and cosponsorship activity
using a series of ordinary least squares regression models.

6.1 REPUTATION AND THE USE OF REPRESENTATIONAL TOOLS:
BILL SPONSORSHIP AND COSPONSORSHIP

There is a broad consensus among legislative scholars that sponsorship
and cosponsorship can be important opportunities for members to engage
in individual agenda setting (Baumgartner and Jones, 1993; Kingdon,
2005). Though it is true that any given act of sponsoring or cosponsoring
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a bill is highly unlikely to result in actual changes in the law, these actions
are seen as offering an important signal for a member’s representational
priorities and preferences. Sponsorship and cosponsorship are legislative
actions that are relatively low-cost when it comes to a member’s time and
energy (particularly cosponsorship, which does not require any new pol-
icy ideas or staff energy to prepare legislative text). This makes these
actions very different from activities like roll-call votes or calling
a committee hearing, which require institutional power and collective
action from a number of different members working together.

As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, the symbolic role for bill
sponsorship and cosponsorship has been a particular point of emphasis
for scholars evaluating the impact of having descriptive representatives in
the legislature (i.e., Canon, 1999; Swers, 2002, 2013; Bratton, 2006;
Dodson, 2006; Carnes, 2013). Research in this vein essentially uses spon-
sorship, cosponsorship, or other actions as a proxy for representation, and
then seeks to determine what sorts of characteristics (for instance, being
a woman, a person of color, or someone from a working class back-
ground) are associated with increased sponsorship, cosponsorship, and
so on. These associations are then used as a broader argument for why
members with these characteristics offer better representation for the
groups in question. This research has been extremely valuable for repre-
sentation scholars, and has offered great insight into the quality of repre-
sentation different members can provide. That said, this methodological
formulation has meant that some interesting avenues of inquiry have been
previously unavailable. As a result of the necessary a priori assumption
that individuals seeking to engage in representation will sponsor or
cosponsor bills, any nuanced differences in who chooses to engage in
these particular behaviors and when have largely remained hidden.

Analyzing representation through the lens of a member’s legislative repu-
tation bypasses the need for a starting assumption about which legislative
actions are most likely to be chosen as a means of signaling representation,
and allows for an exploration of those nuances in the choice of representative
actions different group advocates may undertake. Members must make
strategic decisions about which actions they will engage in to get their
intended message to be picked up by the Congress-watchers in the media,
and then hopefully transmitted back to their constituents.

In an ideal world, a legislator might want to equally represent all
groups present in their district, and to do so in as many ways as possible.
In reality, though, members must make choices about which groups they
are going to focus on, and the best ways to engage in that representation
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given the very real constraints on their time and resources. Member
decision-making becomes particularly interesting when considering mem-
bers who choose to advocate for different disadvantaged groups. These
members are faced with the task of selecting representative actions that are
most likely to draw attention and approval from the members of
a targeted disadvantaged group (or those who view the group with sym-
pathy), while not also alienating those who view potential government
action to help a particular group with more skepticism.

Any member who has developed a reputation for disadvantaged-group
advocacy has only gotten to that point by answering two specific questions:
first, do they wish to be known by their constituents as an advocate for
a particular disadvantaged group (or groups), and second, how are they
going to build that reputation as a disadvantaged-group advocate? In answer-
ing the first question, members consider a variety of factors, including the size
of the group in their district, feelings toward that group, and their own
personal experiences. As shown in the previous two chapters, members of
Congress are generally more likely to form a reputation as a disadvantaged-
group advocate when the group has a relatively large presence in their district,
when that group is held in positive regard by other constituents, and when
they themselves are a member of that disadvantaged group.

The second question, regarding the choice in the tactics a member
selects when seeking to build or maintain their legislative reputation,
particularly in service to disadvantaged groups, has not been directly
addressed in prior research. The final component of this book sheds
light on this question in two ways. First, given the centrality of symbolic
bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as representational actions, this chap-
ter investigates the circumstances under which members do choose to
cultivate their reputations as advocates by devoting a considerable portion
of their bill sponsorship and cosponsorship activities to bills relevant to
a particular disadvantaged group, as is commonly assumed in the con-
gressional representation literature. Second, this chapter highlights the
groups for which members elect 70t to use bill sponsorship or cosponsor-
ship as an important component of their advocacy, despite their commit-
ment to representing a particular disadvantaged group.

6.2 WHEN DO MEMBERS OF CONGRESS USE BILL SPONSORSHIP
AND COSPONSORSHIP AS REPUTATION-BUILDING TACTICS?

Broadly speaking, I expect that members of Congress with reputations for
disadvantaged-group advocacy are indeed going to be more likely to
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devote a large proportion of their bill sponsorship and cosponsorship
activity to bills that can impact their group. This expectation is in line
with the assumption in the prior research that sponsorship and cosponsor-
ship are important for representation. Within those broad strokes, how-
ever, lies important nuance. Recognizing this, I argue that there are two
primary conditions driving when a member of Congress may choose bill
sponsorship or cosponsorship as their primary means of representing
a disadvantaged group. The first of these conditions is the extent to
which a particular disadvantaged group is considered to be deserving of
government action on their behalf. Second, a member’s representational
choices are impacted by how well a group’s issues fit in line with the
breakdown of standing committees and subcommittees.

Not all disadvantaged groups are held in the same regard by non-
group members. Instead, there are three broad categories of groups that
can largely be delineated by the degree to which the group is considered
to be deserving of government assistance, as discussed in greater detail
in Chapter 2. To review, those general categories are as follows: those
generally considered to be highly deserving of government program-
ming (such as veterans and seniors), those toward whom the public is
neutral or has mixed feelings (such as women, immigrants,” Native
Americans, and the poor), and those largely considered to be undeserv-
ing of government assistance (such as racial/ethnic minorities and the
LGBTQ community.)

I expect that members of Congress will condition their decisions
about which representational tactics to deploy as a group advocate as
a result of these differences in the perceptions of group deservingness of
government assistance. This conditioning, however, looks slightly dif-
ferent for cosponsorship decisions than it does for sponsorship
decisions.

2 As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2, these categories are subject to change
over time. For example, in the period examined here, veterans are held in much
higher regard than was the case in the Vietnam era, where perceptions of how much
assistance returning veterans deserved was more mixed. In a similar way, one could
argue that perceptions of immigrants as deserving of government assistance have
declined over the past decade, particularly in the run-up to and aftermath of the
2016 election. That said, for the bulk of the period studied here, perceptions of the
deservingness of immigrants were more mixed, with repeated and bipartisan
attempts to reform the immigration system in a way that would take into account
at least some of the needs of even those immigrants who were undocumented. For
this reason, legislative actions on behalf of immigrants are again included here in the
intermediate category of mixed perceived deservingness.
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6.2.1 Bill Cosponsorship

Cosponsorship is an important but extremely low cost means by which
members can take a position and engage in agenda setting (Arnold, 1990;
Kessler and Krehbiel, 1996; Wawro, 2001; Koger, 2003). As a result, [ argue
that members primarily consider two main factors when deciding whether or
not to cosponsor a bill on behalf of a disadvantaged group, assuming they
generally agree with the bill’s premise. First, they consider the potential
visibility of their action. In other words, how likely is it that important
media observers will notice their action, and incorporate it into the reputa-
tion that is transmitted to their constituents? Second, they consider any
potential risk involved in associating themselves with a particular piece of
legislation. In short, is this action likely to result in the alienation or aggrava-
tion of other groups, so that any increased visibility has a negative effect?
Visibility takes into account the environment a member is in, and the
likelihood that a particular action will be noticed. Actions that are less
common are going to be more visible than actions that are more common.
Figures 6.1 and 6.2 show the frequency of cosponsorships across a variety
of group-specific areas for five Congresses in the House and the Senate.
Generally speaking, the rarity of cosponsorship activity is inversely related
to the perceived deservingness of a disadvantaged group. Vastly more
cosponsorships of bills related to the needs of veterans occur in a given
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FIGURE 6.1 Group-specific bill cosponsorship in the House, by Congress
Note: Figure displays total cosponsorships pertaining to each group in a given
Congress.
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FIGURE 6.2 Group-specific bill cosponsorship in the Senate, by Congress
Note: Figure displays total cosponsorships pertaining to each group in a given
Congress.

Congress (particularly for the post-9/11 108th, 110th, and 113th
Congresses) than those of bills pertaining to any other group. On the
opposite end, on average, there are considerably fewer cosponsorships
of bills that could potentially benefit racial and ethnic minorities.
Cosponsoring a bill that could benefit a group considered to be highly
deserving of government assistance holds little to no risk to a member of
Congress. Signing on to legislation to benefit groups with an intermediate
level of perceived deservingness carries a corresponding low to medium
amount of risk. Bills intended to assist groups that are considered to be less
deserving are markedly riskier. For example, more potential backlash
might be expected in cosponsoring a bill advocating for a committee to
study reparations for descendants of enslaved African Americans than
a bill aiming to prevent older Americans being scammed by robocallers.
For groups with a high level of perceived deservingness of government
action, visibility may be fairly low, but so is the risk. As cosponsorship
requires little of a member in the way of time, effort, and resources,
I would expect that any member who wants to be seen as dedicating
some portion of their legislative reputation to one of these groups would
find cosponsorship to be a worthwhile activity. Similarly, while there may
be slightly higher risk for a group that has a mixed level of perceived
deservingness of assistance, it is balanced by marginally higher visibility.
Members seeking to be known as representing these groups are thus likely
to choose cosponsorship as a valid representational tactic. Yet, for groups

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.006

6.2 When Members of Congress Use Bill Sponsorship 179

with low levels of perceived deservingness of government assistance —
namely racial and ethnic minorities — even a low-energy activity like
cosponsorship results in potentially high visibility and increased risk of
negative repercussions. Thus, I expect that only members who are par-
ticularly committed to devoting a considerable portion of their legislative
reputation to advocating for racial and ethnic minorities will engage in
related cosponsorship.

6.2.2 Bill Sponsorship

Bill sponsorship, while still of great use as a symbolic representational
tool, is different from cosponsorship in important ways. Bill sponsorship
requires a greater outlay of effort from a member of Congress than
cosponsorship, which simply expresses support for someone else’s legisla-
tion. To sponsor a bill, a member must either have their own original
policy idea or spend time in contact with interest groups or other individ-
uals who have a specific policy idea in mind. Further, the member and
their staff must devote time and resources to transforming that idea into
appropriately formatted legislative language. As sponsored bills have
a member’s name most directly attached, members also bear greater
responsibility for the ideas contained within, which can be beneficial or
problematic, depending on the circumstances. This makes bill sponsor-
ship generally more risky as a symbolic action than cosponsorship.

While risk may be higher for sponsorship relative to cosponsorship, the
general patterns of visibility are similar, as seen in Figures 6.3 and 6.4. But
given these important characteristics of bill sponsorship, members’ sponsor-
ship decisions are conditioned by an additional factor that members may not
take into account for bill cosponsorship. While members of Congress still
consider the visibility and risk involved in sponsorship activities, because of
the additional effort required, they also factor in the likelihood that a bill
could actually gain the support it would require to pass. This is not to say that
passage is a purely necessary or sufficient condition; other factors may lead
a member not to sponsor a bill that could potentially be popular, or to
sponsor a bill that is highly unlikely to ever go anywhere. However, members
still consider the possibility before deciding whether or not the time and
resources required to sponsor a bill are worth it.

Sponsoring bills with the potential to benefit groups that are considered
to be less deserving of government assistance may be visible and risky, as
discussed earlier, but those bills also are much less likely to gain the
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FIGURE 6.3 Group-specific bill sponsorship in the House, by Congress
Note: Figure displays total sponsorships pertaining to each group in a given
Congress.
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FIGURE 6.4 Group-specific bill sponsorship in the Senate, by Congress
Note: Figure displays total sponsorships pertaining to each group in a given
Congress.

support they would need to eventually pass. For a member who devotes
a smaller portion of their reputation to serving one of these disadvantaged
groups, these circumstances are likely to make bill sponsorship a less
appealing means of representing the group than other potential
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representational actions. A member seeking to devote a high level of their
sponsorship activity to benefit a group that is generally thought to be
deserving of government assistance must consider a rather different set of
factors. The risk of backlash is low, but so is potential visibility. This lends
a high level of uncertainty to the possibility of a sponsored bill actually
passing. Because sponsoring a non-controversial bill on behalf of a well-
regarded group can be a popular idea, eventual passage is likely dependent
upon other institutional factors (particularly the committee system, the
effects of which are discussed in greater detail below). I expect that bill
sponsorship will be most common among members seeking to build any
level of reputation as an advocate for a disadvantaged group that is generally
held with more mixed perceptions of deservingness, because all three factors —
risk, visibility, and potential for passage — tend to be at more moderate levels.

6.2.3 Differences in Expectations between the House and the Senate

There are 435 members of the House of Representatives, compared to only
100 in the Senate. This means that in the Senate, every action that is taken has
a higher level of visibility relative to the House. There are two expected side-
effects of this greater visibility. First, senators are likely to be able to build
their reputations more easily, because they are not fighting for media atten-
tion with as many other members. I anticipate that the magnitude of the
effects of member reputation in the Senate will be lower than in the House,
because senators may have to take fewer individual actions to build or
maintain their reputations. Second, because of this higher level of visibility,
senators are likely to be more cautious in their risk assessment, particularly
for groups with lower levels of perceived deservingness of government assist-
ance, and may prefer to engage in representative actions that are less likely to
create a backlash from other groups in their districts.

63 EVALUATING BILL SPONSORSHIP AND COSPONSORSHIP
ACTIVITY

I test these hypotheses using an extension of the original dataset of
members of the US Senate and House of Representatives introduced in
Chapter 3, and utilized in Chapters 4 and 5. This analysis again makes use
of the reputation variable already described, but transforms it from an
ordinal variable into a series of discrete indicators, which serve as the
pivotal explanatory variables in the models to follow. To evaluate the
extent to which members of Congress make the choice to engage in group-
related bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as the specific means of
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building their legislative reputations, the subsequent models will employ
two different dependent variables. These dependent variables of interest
are the percentage of a member’s cosponsorship activity that is relevant to
a particular disadvantaged group, and the percentage of a member’s bill
sponsorship activity that is relevant to a particular disadvantaged group.
I perform a series of ordinary least squares regressions to investigate the
impact of member reputation and other relevant variables on sponsorship
and cosponsorship activity on behalf of disadvantaged groups.® Each of
these variables is discussed in greater detail below.

6.3.1 Reputation

As stated above, in this analysis, the reputation variable is employed not as an
ordinal dependent variable, but rather as individual explanatory variables.
Dichotomous variables indicating whether someone is a primary advocate,
secondary advocate, or superficial advocate are included in the model as
potential predictors of a member’s proclivity to sponsor or cosponsor legis-
lation relevant to a particular disadvantaged group. For those groups with
extremely limited numbers of primary advocates, those with reputations for
primary and secondary advocacy are combined into a single category. This is
discussed in greater detail below, in association with the relevant models.

6.3.2 Bill Sponsorship and Cosponsorship

The dependent variables for these analyses are the percentage of
a member’s sponsorship or cosponsorship activities that involve bills
relevant to a particular disadvantaged group. Relevant bills are deter-
mined using Adler and Wilkerson’s Congressional Bills Project dataset,
which includes the Baumgartner and Jones Policy Agendas Project topic
codes. These codes are used to classify every bill proposed in a given
Congress into a specific issue area. Any bill with topics that are directly
related to one of the disadvantaged groups examined here are included in
the analysis as being a relevant potential sponsorship or cosponsorship.®

3 The dependent variables used (percentages of bill cosponsorship and cosponsorship activ-
ity) approximate the characteristics of an interval variable.

*The selected sub-topic codes for each group interest areas are as follows: poverty (unemploy-
ment, employment training, fair labor standards, social welfare low-income assistance, hous-
ing low-income assistance, homeless, underprivileged education), women (gender
discrimination, family issues, child care), race (minority discrimination, voting rights), veterans
(veterans’ housing, military personnel issues), seniors (age discrimination, long-term care,
elderly social welfare assistance, elderly housing), and Native Americans (indigenous affairs).

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.006 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108974172.006

6.3 Ewvaluating Bill Sponsorship and Cosponsorship 183

There are fourteen total dependent variables that are utilized in the
analysis to follow. These are the percentage of a member’s bill sponsorship
activity that is devoted to legislation related to the poor, women, immigrants,
racial/ethnic minorities, veterans, seniors, or Native Americans, as well as the
percentage of a member’s cosponsorship activity on bills relevant to the same
groups.’ The choice to evaluate sponsorship and cosponsorship on behalf of
particular disadvantaged groups as a percentage rather than as a count is an
intentional, theory-driven decision.

Members are widely varied in their approach to bill sponsorship and
cosponsorship. Some choose to sponsor or cosponsor as many bills as pos-
sible, potentially diluting their signal, even if there are a relatively large
number of them. Others may only sponsor or cosponsor a few bills, but if
they are consistent in their targets, they can send a clearer message than
someone with more bills in terms of sheer numbers. Expressing group-specific
bill sponsorship or cosponsorship as a percentage of total activity, rather than
as a count of individual bills, takes into account this diversity of opportunity
for member decision-making. Two members that each choose to devote
40 percent of the bills they cosponsor to those that could benefit seniors are
much more similar in the representational message that they send than would
otherwise be apparent by just knowing that one of these members cospon-
sored seventy bills to benefit older Americans, and the other just seven.

Considering group-bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as a percentage is
also important because it accounts for the fact that members do not just have
different preferences for the use of sponsorship and cosponsorship overall,
but that these preferences can change across groups. To demonstrate this, we
can consider two more hypothetical members, each with a relatively high
overall tendency toward bill sponsorship, and a reputation for secondary
advocacy of different disadvantaged groups. One of these members may
include within their otherwise high bill sponsorship totals bills that are
intended to benefit their group, while the other member may have high
overall totals, but bills for their group play only a small part within that.
For this first member, bill sponsorship is considered to be an important tool
in maintaining their reputation, but for the second, sponsorship is clearly
considered to be a less effective tool in advocating for their particular

3 Because PAP subtopic codes do not include specific designations for LGBTQ issues, the
legislative activities of those with reputations as LGBTQ advocates are not analyzed here.
This does not imply that these actions would not be interesting or relevant, but simply that
such an analysis is beyond the bounds of the methodology employed in this chapter.
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disadvantaged group, despite deploying bill sponsorship to achieve other
goals within the legislature.

6.3.3 Other Variables

I include several other relevant controls in my models. First, I account for the
member’s party affiliation. Given that Democrats have a reputation for being
a party based more heavily on group coalitions, while Republicans are
considered to be the more ideological party (Grossman and Hopkins,
2016), I expect that Democrats, on average, are more likely to engage in
bill sponsorship and cosponsorship activity pertaining to specific disadvan-
taged groups. I also account for other individual factors such as whether or
not a member is a part of party leadership, coded as a dichotomous variable,
where leadership includes the positions of Speaker of the House, Majority or
Minority Leader, Assistant Majority or Minority Leader, and Majority or
Minority Whip. Binary variables indicating if a member is a part of the
congressional majority or is in their first term are included as well. The two
final individual-level variables included in the models, sponsorship quartile
and cosponsorship quartile, account for the overall sponsorship and cospon-
sorship activity of a member. Specifically, I control for whether a member is
in the first, second, third, or fourth quartile among all members in a given
Congress when it comes to the total number of bills sponsored or
cosponsored.® Lastly, all models also control for congress-specific fixed
effects, and display standard errors clustered by member.”

6.4 UPHOLDING REPUTATIONS FOR GROUP ADVOCACY USING
BILL SPONSORSHIP AND COSPONSORSHIP

The coefficients of the models evaluating the impact of reputation and
other variables indicating a member’s position within the institution
(excluding committee membership, which is covered separately in the
next section) on cosponsorship and sponsorship in the House of
Representatives and the Senate are found in Tables 6.1-6.4. These data

© This measure is used in lieu of a raw count to avoid the endogeneity concerns derived from
including an independent variable that also serves as the denominator for the dependent
variable.

7 Also noteworthy is what is ot included in this model. Constituency level variables are the
driving force behind members’ decisions to build legislative reputations as disadvantaged
group advocates, discussed in great detail in the previous chapters. Thus, as these variables
are essentially already incorporated into the reputation variables, they are not included
here to prevent overspecification of the models.
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show that, fairly consistently, whether or not a member has a reputation
for disadvantaged-group advocacy is one of the best predictors for spon-
soring or cosponsoring bills related to that group. This is in line with the
first broad hypothesis, that members seeking to build a reputation as
a disadvantaged-group advocate will be more likely to take advantage of
bill sponsorship and cosponsorship as representational tools. Within this
broader trend, however, there is evidence of important distinctions
between the representational strategies for different disadvantaged
groups. These are considered in turn below, according to the group’s
perceived level of deservingness of government assistance, and the cham-
ber in which a member operates.

6.4.1 Sponsorship and Cosponsorship Activity in the House of
Representatives

6.4.1.1 Groups with High Perceived Deservingness

As seen in the first two columns of Table 6.1, members with a reputation
for advocacy on behalf of groups generally seen as deserving of govern-
ment assistance are significantly more likely to devote a higher proportion
of their cosponsorships to bills relevant to those groups. This is true for
members with reputations for advocating on behalf of both veterans and
seniors, the two groups that are in this category. Because these actions are
low risk and low effort, even with potentially limited visibility, it was
expected that cosponsorship in the House would be popular for members
with any level of reputation for advocacy.

Members that are in the highest quartiles for bill cosponsorship more
generally are also more likely to cosponsor bills related to the needs of
these groups. This further speaks to the low-risk nature of cosponsoring
bills relevant to veterans and seniors. Because working on behalf of these
groups that are broadly considered to be deserving of government assist-
ance is non-controversial, it is reasonable that members who tend to
cosponsor more bills across the board would not hesitate to also cospon-
sor bills related to these groups.

As expected, party affiliation plays only a limited role in determining
which members will devote a larger share of their cosponsorship activity
to bills targeting veterans and seniors. Party is not a significant factor in
determining which members will engage in cosponsorship for seniors.
Democrats are more likely to cosponsor veterans’ bills, but the magnitude
of this effect is only a quarter of the effect from having a reputation as
a primary advocate for veterans. Given the increasing levels of
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188 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

partisanship from the 1990s up through to the current decade, this min-
imal role of party affiliation is striking.

Columns (1) and (2) of Table 6.2 demonstrate that the decision by
a member of the House of Representatives to sponsor a bill related to
a group that is broadly considered to be deserving of government assist-
ance is a bit more complex than that of the decision to cosponsor, as the
theory would suggest. Here, those with a reputation for superficial vet-
erans’ advocacy are more likely to sponsor a larger share of bills, while
members with a reputation for primary or secondary advocacy on behalf
of veterans are not significantly more likely to sponsor veterans’ bills. This
pattern is reversed for those with a reputation for advocacy for seniors.
Primary and secondary seniors’ advocates are more likely to devote a large
portion of their sponsorship activities to legislation relevant to seniors,
while superficial advocates are not.

There are noteworthy differences when considering some of the other
control variables as well. Unlike the pattern seen with cosponsorship,
someone who is in the higher quartiles of bill sponsorship is not signifi-
cantly more likely to sponsor bills benefiting seniors or veterans. And once
again, though party affiliation is not the strongest factor in determining
the percentage of sponsorship activity expended on groups that are con-
sidered to be highly deserving of government assistance, the pattern of
significance has flipped for sponsorship relative to cosponsorship. In this
instance, it is Republicans that are more likely to sponsor bills related to
seniors. This continues to demonstrate that these trends are certainly not
an exclusively partisan phenomenon. In the post-1990s polarized world,
the surprising lack of clear partisan direction in sponsorship decisions
stands out as important evidence that both Republicans and Democrats
are still making similar evaluations about their representational choices
for at least some disadvantaged groups.

6.4.1.2 Groups with Mixed Perceived Deservingness

When it comes to cosponsorship, the results of representational decision-
making pertaining to groups with mixed perceived levels of deservingness
look quite similar to those of high deservingness groups, as seen in
columns (3)-(6) of Table 6.1. Regardless of the level of advocacy
a member has a reputation for providing, cosponsorships related to
women, Native Americans, immigrants, and the poor are likely to make
up a broader share of a member’s overall cosponsorship activity than
those members with no reputation for advocacy at all. This fits with
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6.4 Upholding Reputations for Group Advocacy 191

theoretical expectations laid out for the evaluation of this relatively low
risk and low effort activity.

The effects of partisanship on cosponsorship related to these groups of
mixed perceived deservingness of assistance are also of note here.
Cosponsorship of bills pertaining to women, Native Americans, and the
poor is more likely to be carried out by Democrats, while Republicans are
significantly more likely to cosponsor bills relevant to immigrants. These
marginally stronger ties with Democrats are not particularly surprising, given
the embrace of these groups (particularly women and the poor) among the
general Democratic coalition, but the tendency of Republicans to devote
a higher percentage of their cosponsorship activity to bills related to immi-
grants is less expected, at least from a modern perspective. This effect is likely
due to two main factors. First, Republicans during this time frame were much
more likely to engage in legislative advocacy on behalf of policies such as
a pathway to citizenship or legal residency than is currently the case. Second,
immigrants are a diverse group, and members may respond differently to the
various cohorts within that group. For example, Republicans may choose to
cosponsor legislation benefiting high-skilled immigrants, even if they would
not cosponsor a bill seeking to limit deportations of undocumented
immigrants.

When it comes to bill sponsorship decisions, as expected, the choice
seems to be more straightforward for members seeking to advocate for
these groups with mixed perceptions of deservingness than for those
advocating for seniors or veterans. Members with reputations for any
level of advocacy on behalf of Native Americans, women, the poor, or
immigrants, are significantly more likely to devote a higher percentage of
their sponsorship activity to legislation benefiting these groups, as can be
seen in columns (3)—(6) of Table 6.2. Because there are not consistently
negative perceptions of government assistance to these groups, bill spon-
sorship is not considered to be highly risky, and there is at least moderate
potential for being able to gather the needed coalition for a bill’s eventual
passage. For members deciding what proportion of their sponsored bills to
devote to Native Americans or the poor, party is not a significant deter-
mining factor. For women, however, as with immigrants, party does play
a significant role — this time, with Democrats more likely to sponsor
a higher proportion of bills related to women’s interests, and
Republicans more likely to have a higher portion of their sponsorship
activity on bills related to immigrants.
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192 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

6.4.1.3 Groups with Low Perceived Deservingness

The final column of Table 6.1 provides the results of the analysis of the
cosponsorship decisions related to racial and ethnic minorities, which are
broadly considered in the United States to be less deserving of government
assistance than the other groups evaluated. As with all other group related
cosponsorships in the House of Representatives that have been considered
here, members with reputations for the advocacy of racial and ethnic
minorities at any level are more likely to engage in a higher percentage
of cosponsorship pertaining to this group. That said, the magnitude of this
effect is considerably smaller for those with reputations as minority advo-
cates than for advocates of any other group besides seniors. This implies
that while those with reputations for advocacy of racial/ethnicity minor-
ities may choose to cosponsor slightly more bills relevant to their interests,
this is not the primary means by which they distinguish themselves.

As predicted, a slightly different pattern appears when considering the
percentage of a member’s cosponsorship activity that is devoted to racial and
ethnic minorities, as can be seen in column (7) of Table 6.3. Higher risk,
higher visibility, and a diminished chance of eventual passage make the
introduction of bills relevant to racial/ethnic minorities less appealing than
other representational tactics for members with a reputation for only super-
ficial forms of advocacy. Again, this does not mean that there are no members
who have a reputation for superficial advocacy on behalf of racial and ethnic
minorities — Figure 3.7 shows that this is clearly not the case. These other
members may have built superficial reputations, but they decided that
increased levels of bill sponsorship were not the right way to do it.

There is an additional variable that is notable for 7ot being statistically
significant. After controlling for the effects of a member’s reputation as an
advocate for racial/ethnic minorities on sponsorship decisions, a member’s
party affiliation does not have a significant impact. This emphasizes the
unique treatment of the needs of racial/ethnic minorities, relative even to
the other disadvantaged groups considered. This distinction is not one that is
purely rooted in partisanship, but rather the specific choices of members to
build reputations as advocates of racial/ethnic minorities.

6.4.2 Sponsorship and Cosponsorship Activity in the Senate

6.4.2.1 Groups with High Perceived Deservingness

As can be seen in Tables 6.3 and 6.4, the patterns of which members are
more prone to sponsoring or cosponsoring bills related to veterans and
seniors — both groups with a generally high perceived deservingness of
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6.4 Upholding Reputations for Group Advocacy 195

government assistance — are quite similar to those that were seen in the
House, with only a few distinctions. As in the House, members with
a reputation for any kind of advocacy on behalf of seniors or veterans
are more likely to devote a higher percentage of their cosponsorship
activity to bills relevant to those groups. In the Senate, however,
Democrats are significantly more likely than Republicans to cosponsor
bills pertaining to veterans and seniors, rather than exclusively veterans.

Sponsorship activity for bills related to the needs of veterans is also
higher for senators with a reputation for any level of veterans’ advocacy,
unlike in the House, where primary advocates are more prone to other
types of activities. Bills relevant to seniors, however, compose a higher
percentage of sponsorships for members with primary or secondary repu-
tations for advocacy, but not for those with superficial reputations. As
was the case in the House, this indicates that superficial advocacy can be
sufficiently communicated through cosponsorship or other activities, and
sponsorship is much more commonly used as a reputation-building tool
only by those that wish to be known for devoting a considerable portion of
their reputation to serving seniors.

6.4.2.2 Groups with Mixed Perceived Deservingness

Members with reputations for advocacy on behalf of disadvantaged
groups perceived to have a mixed level of deservingness can be seen to
behave slightly differently in the Senate compared to the House, depend-
ing upon the specific group in question. Once again, choosing to engage in
a higher percentage of cosponsorship activity relevant to Native
Americans, women, the poor, and immigrants is significantly more com-
mon among those members with a reputation for any level of group
advocacy, as seen in columns (3)—(6) of Table 6.3. The impact of partisan-
ship on cosponsorship activity pertaining to these groups, however, is not
exactly the same in the Senate as it is in the House.

Most notably, unlike in the House, cosponsorship of bills relevant to
Native Americans does not have a significant partisan dimension after
members’ reputations for advocacy are taken into account. This indicates
that Republican senators are just as likely as Democratic senators to make
the decision to cosponsor bills benefiting Native Americans, even if they
are not specifically seeking to build or maintain a reputation as an advo-
cate on their behalf. Higher cosponsorship activity related to women and
the poor is still more common among Democrats, but Republicans again
are more likely to utilize more of their cosponsorship agenda on
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legislation related to immigrants (though the magnitude of that difference
is less than half the size of that in the House).

Differences between the Senate and the House are even more apparent
when considering sponsorship decisions, displayed in columns (3)—(6) of
Table 6.4. Senators with reputations as primary or secondary advocates are
still more likely to assign a higher proportion of their sponsorship activity to
bills related to Native Americans, women, the poor, or immigrants, but the
same is not true for all senators with reputations as superficial advocates for
one of these groups. For superficial advocates of Native Americans and the
poor, sponsoring one’s own bills on issues directly relevant to these groups is
used as a significant component of reputation building, while this is not the
case for superficial advocates of women or immigrants.

Senators’ party affiliation also has less of a significant role to play in the
sponsorship decisions pertaining to most of the groups that generally have
mixed perceptions of their deservingness of government assistance.
Democrats are significantly more likely to choose to devote a higher percent-
age of their overall bill sponsorship activity to women’s issue bills, even for
senators that are not seeking to build reputations as women’s advocates.
When it comes to bills relevant to Native Americans, immigrants, and the
poor, on the other hand, Democratic and Republican members without
reputations for advocacy are equally likely to sponsor bills related to these
groups. This is especially interesting when considering bills pertaining to the
poor, as economic concerns have long been a central point of differentiation
between the Republican and Democratic parties.

6.4.2.3 Groups with Low Perceived Deservingness
Racial/ethnic minorities are the only group for which senators seeking to be
known as an advocate do not consistently engage in a high percentage of bill
cosponsorship relevant to the group. Even when bill sponsorship is con-
sidered, only senators with a reputation for superficial advocacy of racial/
ethnic minorities devote a significantly higher portion of those actions to bills
related to minorities. Coefficients for each of these models are found in the last
columns of Tables 6.3 and 6.4. This means that regardless of the type of
reputation a senator is seeking to build as an advocate of racial/ethnic minor-
ities, cosponsorship is not considered to be an important reputation-building
strategy, and additional bill sponsorship is a strategy mostly deployed by
those seeking to build a reputation for the lowest level of advocacy.
Partisanship is also not a significant determining factor of the percent-
age of sponsorship and cosponsorship activity on bills directly related to
racial/ethnic minorities in which a senator will engage. This is surprising,
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given the strength of the link between racial/ethnic minorities, particularly
Black Americans, and the Democratic Party coalition during this time
period. Because neither partisanship nor a senator’s reputation for advo-
cacy are strong determinants of sponsorship or cosponsorship activity in
most cases, this implies that advocates for racial/ethnic minorities in the
Senate have a strong preference for taking other representative actions
outside of sponsorship and cosponsorship.

6.5 BILL SPONSORSHIP AND COSPONSORSHIP AND THE
COMMITTEE STRUCTURE

How deserving of government assistance a group is generally perceived to
be explains a considerable amount of the variation in the sponsorship and
cosponsorship choices among the members of Congress that choose to
build reputations as disadvantaged groups advocates, but certainly not all.
There remain some important differences in these sponsorship and
cosponsorship decisions pertaining to disadvantaged groups within each
category, particularly for those groups that have the highest and the
lowest perceived levels of deservingness of government assistance.
I argue that a considerable amount of this variation across groups that
would otherwise be considered to be fairly similar in how they are
regarded by the American people can be explained by taking a closer
look at the ways in which different disadvantaged groups are integrated
into the committee structure within the Congress.

6.5.1 Committee Structure and the Choice of Representative Actions

Congressional committees benefit members of Congress in two ways that
are particularly relevant for sponsorship and cosponsorship decisions.
Committee membership lends a member the presumption of expertise
about the topic area, which in turn increases their visibility on related
issues. Committees also provide members with access to institutional
mechanisms that can increase the likelihood that a member’s preferred
policies actually make it into law. These potential benefits of committee
membership have differential levels of impact on the decision of how to
represent different disadvantaged groups, relative to how a group’s inter-
ests map onto the purview of a particular committee.

This possible committee-group interest agreement can fall into three
general categories. First, there is an obvious match between group inter-
ests and a single committee’s jurisdiction. Second, there may be a readily
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apparent match between group interests and committee jurisdiction, but it
is split between a few specific committees. Or, finally, a group’s interests
may not fall clearly under the jurisdiction of any particular committee (or
committees). Because the placement of group interests within the commit-
tee system can take on such very different forms, it is expected to condition
a member’s evaluations of the risk, visibility, and potential passage of any
group-specific piece of legislation.

In the first scenario, where group interests clearly map onto the jurisdic-
tion of a single committee, it is expected that committee membership will be
quite important in a member’s decisions about the proportion of their bill
sponsorship or cosponsorship activity that they are going to devote to that
particular disadvantaged group. If a group’s interests clearly match up with
a single committee’s jurisdiction, there will be a higher level of competition
for attention for legislative actions like bill sponsorship and cosponsorship
between members on the committee going about their work, and those
outside of the committee who are seeking to advocate on behalf of the
group.® This increase in the number of potential group experts (those on
the committee as well as those with advocacy reputations) is likely to further
drive down the visibility of potential bill sponsorship actions, and decrease
the chances that non-committee members would be able to advance bills
through the legislature (due to the institutional benefits committee member-
ship provides for advancing bills through the legislative process). Though

8 Obviously, there is expected to be some overlap between these two groups, as individuals who
know they want to form reputations as group advocates may well seek out the committee from
which they can most readily do so. But there is far from perfect overlap between these two
groups. While there is a positive correlation between having a reputation as a group advocate
and being a member of one of the committees identified, the correlations are fairly low, as can
be seen in the table below. This is no group for which the correlation exceeds 0.3, and most are
below 0.1. It is clear that members seeking to build a reputation as a group advocate do not
automatically gain membership on one of these committees, nor does committee membership
automatically lead one to being an advocate.

Pearson Correlations Between Committee Membership and Reputation of Advocacy in the
House of Representatives

Veterans Seniors Native Americans Women Poor Immigrants Race/Ethnicity

0.21 0.16 0.13 0.09 0.06 0.12 0.04
Pearson Correlations Between Committee Membership and Reputation of Advocacy in the
Senate

Veterans  Seniors Native Americans Women Poor Immigrants Race/Ethnicity
0.25 0.10 0.08 0.07 0.20 0.19 0.08
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cosponsorship remains a low effort activity, non-committee members seeking
to devote a large portion of their reputation to serving this group may forgo
engaging in a high level of cosponsorship of related legislation, as it is
perceived to have limited payoff. This is especially likely to be true if the
group is broadly considered to be highly deserving of government assistance,
because the low levels of risk makes cosponsorship of legislation benefiting
such groups appealing to a wider range of members.

For bill sponsorship, the calculus may change further. Sponsoring a single
bill, particularly for someone outside the committee, may be sufficient to
boost a superficial reputation as a group advocate, but someone wanting to
devote a large portion of their reputation to serving this group may prefer
other legislative actions with greater potential to draw attention or affect
policy outcomes. However, for members seeking to represent groups with
mixed or low levels of perceived deservingness who are not already fighting
against limited potential visibility, bill sponsorship and cosponsorship may
remain attractive tools for reputation building, because the higher levels of
potential risk may make such actions less common, and raise visibility.

Considerations are similar for members facing the second scenario, where
they are interested in representing groups whose interests fit in well with the
jurisdictions of several different committees. Here, again, it is expected that
members serving on a committee whose jurisdiction clearly includes specific
group interests will devote a larger portion of their sponsorship and cospon-
sorship activities to legislative action related to that group. That said, because
these group interests are spread across multiple committee jurisdictions, the
impact on visibility and potential passage is expected to be less severe, though
still present. T expect that these diminished impacts will maintain the attract-
iveness of cosponsorship for all members wishing to be known for represent-
ing the group, regardless of their perceived level of deservingness. Because
cosponsorship is still considered a viable option for those only wanting to
devote a small portion of their reputation to serving a group, bill sponsorship
is likely to remain within the purview of those with the strongest reputations
for group advocacy.

For members finding themselves in the third scenario, wherein group
interests do not clearly map onto the jurisdiction of any specific committee
more so than any other, committee membership should not play
a significant role in the decision to incorporate disadvantaged-group
advocacy into bill sponsorship and cosponsorship decisions. Because
visibility, risk, and potential for passage are not likely to be impacted by
the committee structure, member decisions are expected to remain in line
with the expectations set out by the characteristics of the group, and the
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actions themselves, rather than jurisdictional factors. As committee mem-
bership is not a significant element of the decision-making regarding these
groups, other conditions, such as partisanship, may play an increased role.

6.6 IMPACT OF COMMITTEE-GROUP ALIGNMENT ON
SPONSORSHIP AND COSPONSORSHIP DECISIONS

In this final component of the analysis, I reconsider the differences in the
choice of legislative actions that members building reputations as advo-
cates of various disadvantaged groups make, after taking into account the
particular disadvantaged group’s position within the structure of commit-
tee jurisdiction. To do this, I re-evaluate the models introduced above, this
time controlling for membership on a committee relevant to a given
disadvantaged group. In the remaining sections of the chapter, I explain
the formation of the committee membership variable in greater detail, and
then analyze the impact of committee membership on the decision to
sponsor or cosponsor legislation related to particular disadvantaged
groups, first in the House of Representatives, and then in the Senate.

6.6.1 Measuring Committee Membership

Membership on a relevant committee is coded as a dichotomous variable
for each group of interest, where a member is either on a potentially
related committee or they are not. I also include an indicator variable
for members who are the committee chair for a relevant committee.’
Committee assignments were obtained from Charles Stewart and

? As an additional robustness check, I also evaluated an alternate form of these models for
the US Senate that considered the potential interaction between group advocacy and the
presence of a same state, same party senator with membership on a relevant committee.
This is relevant because one-party state delegations are generally not assigned to the same
committees, potentially impacting the sponsorship and cosponsorship decisions a senator
may make. I find that having a same-state, same-party colleague assigned to a relevant
committee has no substantive effect on a senator’s cosponsorship decisions, and only
substantively impacts the sponsorship activity of senators with a reputation for immigrant
advocacy. This outlier is likely due to the coding scheme for relevant committees (listed in
full in the next paragraph), as immigrants are the only group for which issues pursuant to
them are explicitly categorized as under the jurisdiction of a single committee. All other
groups have at least two committees for potential advocacy, which would be expected to
dilute or eliminate the impact of the committee assignment of a senator’s same-state,
same-party colleague. The nature of the substantive impact on sponsorship behavior for
immigrant advocates is discussed in an additional footnote later in the chapter, as part of
the broader consideration of substantive significance.
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Jonathan Woon’s dataset on modern congressional standing committees.
Relevant committees were determined by comparing the relevancy of
committee and subcommittee jurisdictions to particular groups and
group interests.

A member of the House of Representatives is considered to be on
a committee with greater potential to handle issues relevant to people in
poverty if they are on the Agriculture, Education and Labor, Public
Works, or Ways and Means Committees. Committees with jurisdictions
potentially the most relevant to women’s concerns are Education and
Labor, Commerce, and Judiciary, while concerns of racial and ethnic
minorities are likely to be addressed on the Education and Labor and
Judiciary Committees. Veterans’ issues are more likely to come before the
Armed Services and Veterans’ Affairs Committees, seniors’ issues before
Judiciary, Commerce, and Ways and Means, immigrants’ issues before the
Judiciary, and issues relevant to Native Americans before Education and
Labor and the Natural Resources Committee.'® The relevant committee
designations are largely similar for members of the Senate, but with
Finance Committee members being treated as the equivalent of members
of the Ways and Means Committee.

6.6.2 Committee-Group Alignment and Sponsorship and Cosponsorship
Activity in the House of Representatives

6.6.2.1 High Committee-Group Alignment

Issues pertaining to veterans, Native Americans, and immigrants are
almost entirely dealt with by a single committee — Veterans’ Affairs for
veterans, Natural Resources for Native Americans, and Judiciary for
immigrants. As a consequence of this, committee membership is expected
play a significant role in the percentage of sponsored or cosponsored bills
that relate to these groups. The results of the committee analysis for issues
pertaining to veterans, Native Americans, and immigrants are found in the
first, second, and third columns, respectively, of Tables 6.5 and 6.6.

The cosponsorship of bills relevant to all three of these groups is impacted
by partisanship. For bills related to veterans and Native Americans,
Democrats are more likely to have a high percentage of cosponsored bills,
while sponsorship decisions are made on a non-partisan basis. The

19 The names of committees have changed over the life-time of this dataset depending upon
whether the House was in the hands of Democrats or Republicans, but the jurisdictions
have remained largely the same.
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sponsorship and cosponsorship of bills impacting immigrants, however, is
more common among Republicans. The impact of reputation is also slightly
different for bills related to each of these groups. For veterans’ bills, after the
significant impact of committee membership is taken into account, only those
members with reputations for superficial advocacy are markedly more likely
to have higher percentages of sponsorship and cosponsorship.

This lack of a significant effect of reputations for primary advocacy on
the sponsorship and cosponsorship of bills related to veterans is not
entirely unexpected under the theoretical framework laid out. If the
Veterans’ Affairs Committee did not exist, members seeking to advocate
for veterans would already be facing a busy representational space with
low risk, but low visibility. The presence of committee experts depresses
both visibility and the likelihood of the passage of any one bill, meaning
that even someone who sponsors a higher percentage of bills related to
veterans may not actually stand out. In this circumstance, individuals with
a reputation for primary advocacy for veterans may very well prefer to
engage in a different representational tactic that has the potential to be
higher profile.

For bills pertaining to Native Americans and immigrants, groups with
generally mixed levels of perceived deservingness, committee members are
significantly more likely to have a higher percentage of bill sponsorship
and cosponsorship, but this does not supplant the effects of members
having developed a reputation for advocacy. As was seen in Figures 6.1-
6.4, though there is some variation, there are generally fewer bill sponsor-
ships or cosponsorships relevant to Native Americans or immigrants than
for those groups that are generally considered to have a high level of
perceived deservingness of government assistance. This means that any
legislative action related to these groups already has a high level of
visibility. Thus, even with the competition with specific committee experts
for attention when it comes to introducing and cosponsoring bills relevant
to Native Americans or immigrants, members with reputations for advo-
cacy still consider both of these actions to be worthwhile.

6.6.2.2 Moderate Committee-Group Alignment

Full results of the committee analysis of the interests of racial/ethnic
minorities and the poor are seen in columns (4) and (5) of Tables 6.5
and 6.6. Unlike the interests of veterans, Native Americans, and immi-
grants, bills pertaining to the issues of racial/ethnic minorities and the
poor are likely to be addressed by several different specific committees. As
an example, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
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benefits (formerly food stamps) are handled on the Agriculture
Committee, while Pell Grants are the purview of the Education and
Labor Committee. Thus, while committee membership does still have
a significant impact upon the percentage of bills that a member sponsors
or cosponsors that are relevant to their group, it is not as strong an effect
as that seen in the previous section. As was the case for members repre-
senting most groups with a high level of overlap between committee and
group interests, however, partisanship generally plays a significant role
only in a member’s cosponsorship decisions, but not sponsorship.

Members with reputations as advocates for each of these groups still
consider cosponsorship as a viable way to boost their reputations, even
after committee membership is taken into account. This indicates that
a member’s risk/reward analysis for this action is still on the side of
cosponsorship, despite having some additional competition for attention
coming from committee experts. This calculus becomes slightly different
for these groups when considering the effects of committee membership
and reputation on sponsorship decisions.

In both instances, members with reputations for superficial group advo-
cacy do not have elevated bill sponsorship percentages, though primary and
secondary advocates do. Though these results appear to be the same across
groups, I expect that there is slightly different reasoning behind it. Potential
advocates for racial/ethnic minorities are already facing a higher risk, higher
visibility environment. While the presence of other committee experts may
alleviate some of that potential visibility, the risk is likely to still be considered
too high for those with reputations for only superficial advocacy, and they
are content to engage in actions like cosponsorship instead. For those seeking
to advocate on behalf the poor, this logic may be inverted. As seen in
Figures 6.1 and 6.3, sponsorship and cosponsorship related to the poor is
more common than for any of the other groups with mixed levels of per-
ceived deservingness, meaning that the visibility from sponsorship is lower.
When paired with the further reduction of visibility and likelihood of passage
that comes from competing with committee experts, superficial advocates
likely evaluate the bill sponsorship to be not worth the increased efforts,
while secondary and primary advocates remain willing to try.

6.6.2.3 Low Committee-Group Alignment

The interests pertaining to the final two groups, women and seniors,
do not have as clear a home within the committee system. As a result of
this, membership on particular committees is not a driving force behind
sponsorship and cosponsorship decisions, as seen in columns (6) and (7)
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of Tables 6.5 and 6.6. Rather, the choice to sponsor or cosponsor bills
related to these groups stand out for a different reason — the persistent
effects of partisanship. The lack of a clear committee match increases the
partisan considerations for bill sponsorship, but not in the same direction.
Republicans remain more likely to sponsor a higher percentage of bills
related to seniors, while bills pertaining to women’s interests make up
a higher proportion of sponsorship activity for Democrats. These results
follow in line with the theoretical expectations, whereby representational
decisions for these groups are conditioned by group perceptions, but not
by committee membership.

6.6.3 Committee-Group Alignment and Sponsorship and Cosponsorship
Activity in the Senate

6.6.3.1 High Committee-Group Alignment

The dynamics of sponsorship and cosponsorship in the Senate differ in
important ways from those of the House, as seen in Tables 6.7 and 6.8. In
the House, membership on one of the committees with clear jurisdiction over
the issues pertaining to veterans, immigrants, and Native Americans is sig-
nificantly related to relevant sponsorship and cosponsorship activity. But
while this is true for immigrants’ and veterans’ bills in the Senate, the same
cannot be said for legislation addressing concerns of Native Americans. This
implies that even with clear committee jurisdiction, senators still have a wide
range of latitude over the issues they cover. Particularly in the modern Senate,
in which the former Indian Affairs Committee has been eliminated and its
jurisdiction rolled into the Resources Committee, senators have a great deal
of leeway when deciding which of the issues fitting under the umbrella of
Resources they want to work on. Thus, given the status of Native Americans
as a group about which the broader American public tends to have more
mixed perceptions, senators who are not intentionally seeking to form
a reputation as a Native American advocate are unlikely to pursue legislation
on their behalf, even if they sit on the committee that would most readily
facilitate such actions.

In the House, members with reputations for superficial advocacy of
veterans were significantly more likely to cosponsor or sponsor bills
related to veterans’ issues, but those with primary/secondary reputations
were not. This was not unexpected, as the size of the House makes it much
less likely that any singular action on behalf of a well-regarded group
would be highly visible, particularly when there is a clear alignment between
committee jurisdiction and group interests. In the Senate, the inherently
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214 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

increased visibility makes cosponsorship appealing for senators with reputa-
tions for any level of veterans’ advocacy, but sponsorship is only used as
a tool to maintain reputations for superficial advocacy, as the smaller number
of actors within the chamber only goes so far to mitigate the effects of having
to compete with committee experts as well. Conversely, senators maintaining
reputations as primary or secondary advocates of immigrants are signifi-
cantly more likely to use sponsorship and cosponsorship to bolster their
reputations, likely reflecting the smaller pool of competitors for immigrant
advocates compared to a highly regarded group like veterans. Senators with
reputations at all levels of advocacy for Native Americans are markedly more
likely to dedicate higher percentages of their sponsorship and cosponsorship
activity to the group. The magnitude of these effects can be seen in Figures 6.5
and 6.6.

Evident in Figure 6.5 is the generally limited impact of party affiliation
on cosponsorship decisions, especially when compared to the effects of
reputation and committee membership. For legislation related to veterans,
a group that is broadly perceived as being highly deserving of government
assistance, committee membership has the largest effect on cosponsorship
decisions, particularly in the House. Over the time period studied, in the
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FIGURE 6.5 Number of additional bills cosponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with high committee-group alignment

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be cosponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 206 cosponsorships in
the House, and 167 cosponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is
calculated for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.
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6.6 Impact of Committee-Group Alignment on Sponsorship 215

House, the median member cosponsored 206 bills. Thus, if that same
median member served on the Veterans’ Affairs Committee in the House,
it would be expected that they would cosponsor approximately five add-
itional bills related to veterans’ issues than a member not on the commit-
tee. In the Senate, the substantive effect is smaller, with committee
members expected to cosponsor roughly two additional bills (based on
a median of 167 cosponsorships).

When it comes to Native Americans and immigrants, groups for whom
general perceptions of deservingness have tended to be more mixed,
committee membership has a more limited substantive effect, with mem-
bers cosponsoring an average of one to two additional bills in the House
or the Senate. The effects of being a member with a reputation for advo-
cacy, however, are considerably larger in both chambers. A median mem-
ber in the House and the Senate with a reputation for primary or
secondary advocacy is expected to cosponsor over ten additional Native
American issue bills and three to six additional immigrant issue bills
relative to a member without such a reputation.

Patterns are similar for bill sponsorship, as seen in Figure 6.6. Members
with reputations for primary or secondary advocacy for veterans are not
significantly more likely to sponsor legislation relevant to veterans. At the
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FIGURE 6.6 Number of additional bills sponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with high committee-group alignment

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be sponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 11 sponsorships in the
House, and 25 sponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is calculated
for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.
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216 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

same time, there are significant and comparable effects for superficial
advocates and committee members, with the median member likely to
sponsor just under one additional bill in both the House and the Senate.
For members with reputations as Native American advocates, though, the
median member can be expected to sponsor an average of two to three
additional Native American issue bills, with committee membership hold-
ing little substantive significance. These effects are similar for members
with reputations as immigrant advocates, where the median member
sponsors one to two additional bills.

These differences are expected, given the variation in the generally per-
ceived levels of deservingness between these two groups. Given the broadly
perceived high status of veterans, most members would be happy to be linked
with veterans’ legislation, even if they are not seeking to build a clear reputa-
tion as a veteran’s advocate. This is easiest to accomplish if one is a member of
the Veteran’s Affairs Committee. However, because of the additional activity
on issues pertaining to this group, risk may not be high but visibility is fairly
low. Thus, those who seek to build a reputation as a primary advocate choose
other, more visible forms of legislative activities to solidify that reputation.
When it comes to Native American issues, on the other hand, the relatively
higher risk that comes from the mixed perceptions of how deserving this
group is of government assistance makes sponsorship and cosponsorship less
broadly appealing, and members on the Resources Committee tend to focus
their attention on other issues. But because of the lower amount of legislative
action on behalf of Native Americans, as seen in Figures 6.1-6.4, visibility is
high, making bill sponsorship and cosponsorship appealing ways to build
a reputation. The behavior of immigrant advocates falls somewhere in
between these two groups, where primary and secondary reputations for
advocacy has the strongest effect on bill sponsorship and cosponsorship
decisions, but membership on the Judiciary Committee also plays
a significant role."!

"1 As was discussed in section 6.6.1, alternative versions of these models evaluating the
impact of having a same-state, same-party senator assigned to a relevant committee were
also considered. Immigrants were the only group for which the committee assignment of
the same-state, same-party senator had substantively significant effect on the sponsorship
behavior of members with reputations for advocacy. This is likely a result of the coding of
committee jurisdiction, as immigrant issue bills are only explicitly mentioned as falling
under the jurisdiction of a single committee (Judiciary), whereas all other group issue bills
are coded in the Policy Agendas Project to at least a marginal degree under the jurisdiction
of no less than two committees (for example, veterans’ issues are occasionally addressed
on the Armed Services Committee, even if the bulk of such work takes place on the
Veterans’ Affairs Committee). The median senator with a primary or secondary
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6.6.3.2 Moderate Committee-Group Alignment

In the House, there was a clear pattern of sponsorship and cosponsor-
ship pertaining to the poor and racial/ethnic minorities. Members
with a reputation for any level of advocacy on behalf of these groups
were more likely to dedicate a higher percentage of their cosponsor-
ship activity to bills related to these groups, while members with
reputations for primary or secondary advocacy were more likely to
engage in relevant sponsorship. Additionally, in the House, committee
membership played a significant role in sponsorship and cosponsor-
ship for each of these groups. In the Senate, however, there is much
more variation among each of these groups, despite each having
a moderate level of alignment between committee jurisdiction and
group interests.

Sponsorship and cosponsorship on behalf of the poor are driven by
the same factors in the Senate as they are in the House. For legislation
pertaining to racial/ethnic minorities, however, the pattern of significant
influences change. In the Senate, committee membership does not have
a significant impact on sponsorship or cosponsorship activity benefiting
racial/ethnic minorities, and neither does party affiliation. Even more
distinctive is the impact (or lack thereof) of a senator’s reputation as an
advocate on these legislative activities. Senators with reputations for
any level of advocacy are not significantly more likely to cosponsor
a larger amount of legislation pertaining to racial/ethnic minorities.
Similarly, sponsorship related to racial/ethnic minorities is significantly
boosted for members with a reputation for superficial group advocacy,
but not for those with higher levels of advocacy. These patterns are
entirely unique among the different groups studied, and are further
evidence that the representation of racial/ethnic minorities takes a very
different form in the Senate than that of even the other disadvantaged
groups.

The substantive effects of these results are seen in Figures 6.7 and 6.8.
For these groups, committee membership and member reputation has
a consistent and significant effect on cosponsorship and sponsorship
decisions pertaining to nearly all groups evaluated. Advocacy reputations
have a more substantive impact than committee membership, with advo-
cates generally sponsoring between zero and one additional bill, and

reputation for advocacy without a same-state, same-party colleague sponsored an average
of three additional immigrant-related bills compared to a senator with a similar reputation
but with a same-state, same-party senator on the Judiciary committee.
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218 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

cosponsoring between one and four additional bills, depending upon the
group. The important deviation from these patterns is the percentage of
a member’s bills sponsored or cosponsored related to racial/ethnic minor-
ities. Member reputation and committee membership have substantively
small (when compared to other groups) but significant impacts on the
percentage of bills cosponsored by members in the House, but not in the
Senate. Additionally, these variables have almost no significant effects on
sponsorship activity in the House or the Senate.

When evaluating these results, it is worth keeping in mind that the
greatest difference between the number of members with reputations for
advocacy in the House and the Senate lies in the advocates for racial/ethnic
minorities. In the House, more than 12 percent of members have built
a reputation for some level of advocacy on behalf of minorities, while the
same is true for less than 5 percent of all senators studied. So within this
limited group, none of these senators look to cosponsorship as a helpful or
desired means of building their reputations, and only those with reputa-
tions for the lowest level of advocacy look to sponsorship for the same
purpose.

In all likelihood, the strategic avoidance of cosponsorship and spon-
sorship as reputation-building tactics is directly attributable to the high
levels of perceived risk and visibility in the Senate, combined with an
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FIGURE 6.7 Number of additional bills cosponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with moderate committee-group alignment

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be cosponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 206 cosponsorships in
the House, and 167 cosponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is
calculated for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.
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FIGURE 6.8 Number of additional bills sponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with moderate perceived deservingness

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be sponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 11 sponsorships in the
House, and 25 sponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is calculated
for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.

abysmally low chance that the legislation will be successful. The Senate
has long been the chamber wherein bills seeking to benefit racial/ethnic
minorities reach an ignominious end, if they are even considered at all.
These results deliver two key implications. First, the Senate seemingly
remains a place where the representation of racial/ethnic minorities is
rarely achieved through traditional legislative means. Second, researchers
should look to actions within the chamber outside of sponsorship and
cosponsorship to better understand how the representation of racial/
ethnic minorities in the Senate, to the extent that it exists, actually takes
place.

6.6.3.3 Low Committee-Group Alignment

For groups with a low level of alignment between their interests and
committee jurisdiction, the factors with a significant impact on sponsorship
and cosponsorship decisions look quite similar between the House and the
Senate. In the Senate, as expected, sponsorship and cosponsorship related
to women and seniors is not dependent upon membership on a specific
standing committee. Additionally, as in the House, senators with reputa-
tions for any level of advocacy are significantly more likely to cosponsor
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220 Reputation-Building Tactics in the Senate

bills related to women or seniors, while sponsorship activity is boosted
among members with a primary or secondary reputation for advocacy.

The substantive effects of reputation, party affiliation, and committee
membership on the percentage of bills sponsored and cosponsored related
to women and seniors are seen in Figures 6.9 and 6.10. Median members
with primary or secondary reputations as women’s advocates are
expected to cosponsor two to four additional bills, and to sponsor one
more women’s issue bill relative to members who have not built such
a reputation. Members with reputations for seniors’ advocacy are also
significantly more likely to sponsor or cosponsor bills, but only at the level
of zero to one additional bill in a given Congress.

This difference in the magnitude of the effects is not wholly unexpected.
There is no standing committee (or committees) whose jurisdictions are
particularly well aligned with the interests of seniors or women, so mem-
bership on a committee is not a determinative factor. The other variation
between the two groups can be explained by their perceived deservingness
of government assistance. Seniors are another group that is broadly con-
sidered to be highly deserving of government assistance, while perceptions

£
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g 0.5 0.6
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g HOUSE SENATE HOUSE SENATE
-1.0
z \ Women Seniors
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B Primary Advocate Secondary Advocate = Superficial Advocate
® Committee Member Republican

FIGURE 6.9 Number of additional bills cosponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with low committee-group alignment

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be cosponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 206 cosponsorships in
the House, and 167 cosponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is
calculated for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.
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FIGURE 6.10 Number of additional bills sponsored benefiting disadvantaged
groups with low committee-group alignment

Note: Figure shows estimated additional bills that would be sponsored by the
median member, based on the sample median member with 11 sponsorships in the
House, and 25 sponsorships in the Senate. Substantive significance is calculated
for member reputation, committee membership, and party affiliation.

of women as a group are more mixed. While the potential risk of sponsor-
ing or cosponsoring bills on behalf of seniors is low, so too is visibility.
Because more members are likely to take these actions, even if they are not
seeking to specifically build a reputation as an advocate, the effects of
reputation are smaller. As women’s advocacy is more likely to come from
those who are seeking to have a reputation and be known as such,
reputations for women’s advocacy have a more substantive impact on
sponsorship and cosponsorship activities.

6.7 CONCLUSION

Specific legislative actions within the Congress have frequently been
regarded as tools that can deployed in the same way, for the same reasons,
for all potential issues. Members who want to inject a new idea onto the
congressional agenda, for instance, may choose to sponsor a bill, while
those seeking to signal their support for a constituent group may elect to
cosponsor a piece of related legislation offered by a colleague. In this
chapter, I investigated the bill sponsorship and cosponsorship decisions
of members who are already known to have a reputation for representing
a given disadvantaged group. This moves beyond the one-size-fits-all
framework of legislative actions, and has allowed for a determination of
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what sorts of group advocacy is best suited to expression through bill
sponsorship and cosponsorship, and when members may choose to pur-
sue other representational avenues.

I theorized that members of Congress will evaluate the risk, visibility,
and potential for passage of a bill while they are making their sponsorship
and cosponsorship decisions, and that these evaluations are conditioned
by the broad perceptions of how deserving a group is of government
assistance and the match between a group’s issues and the existing div-
ision of jurisdiction within the committee structure. In line with these
theoretical expectations, I found that, while members with a reputation
for group advocacy are more likely to engage in group-specific bill spon-
sorship and cosponsorship than members without a similar reputation,
these decisions do vary in important ways based upon the groups that
a member is seeking to represent.

Members with more superficial reputations for advocacy of groups
with a lower level of perceived deservingness are unlikely to engage in
bill sponsorship or cosponsorship as a representational tool, while those
advocating for groups with more mixed levels of deservingness are likely
to pursue sponsorship and cosponsorship as appealing options. When
a member’s aim is representing a group generally considered to be highly
deserving of government assistance, the fit between group issues and
committee jurisdiction changes the decisions a member makes about
sponsorship and cosponsorship. A member building a reputation for
strong advocacy of a group perceived as being highly worthy of help
from the government whose issues are largely addressed by a single com-
mittee, for instance, may choose to pursue higher profile means of main-
taining that reputation than what is offered by bill sponsorship or
cosponsorship. A member who is not competing with other members
with clear jurisdictional expertise for attention, however, may still find
value in engaging in sponsorship of their own bills. These patterns are
exacerbated in the Senate, where increased visibility results in a higher-
risk environment when considering sponsoring or cosponsoring bills to
benefit groups with low or mixed levels of perceived deservingness.

These differences in sponsorship and cosponsorship across group
issues matter for two main reasons. First, it demonstrates that by focusing
solely on particular legislative actions, rather than legislative reputations
more broadly, other forms of representation can be missed. Second, this
shows that members choose to advocate for different groups in a variety of
ways, and not all of these methods are equivalently tied into the nuts-and-
bolts lawmaking process. There are important differences between group
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advocates who focus on drafting new legislation to positively impact their
group, because they think there is a high likelihood that it could eventually
make it through the process, and those group advocates who, cognizant
that many people view assistance to their group with skepticism, instead
center their energies on calling out injustice in less traditional ways, and
thereby try to shift those group perceptions. Each are doing important
representative work, but only one is likely to result in legislative change in
the short term.

In Chapter 7,1 offer concluding remarks on the principal contributions
of this project, and emphasize the important insights to be gained by
viewing representation through the lens of the legislative reputations
that members of Congress choose to cultivate. Additionally, I reflect on
the normative implications of this project, especially for the representa-
tion of racial/ethnic minorities. Finally, I will discuss the next steps for this
research agenda.
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