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We propose to continue the study of a relatively new concept in the study of political parties– the political party network.  This new way of thinking about political parties take parties beyond the traditional formal party structure and argues that parties are extended webs of relationships (networks) between candidates, political consultants, party organizations, contributors, and interest groups.  Some work has been done exploring the idea of these webs (Skinner 2003; Monroe 2001; Bedlington and Michael 2003; Koger, Masket and Noel 2005; Dominguez 2005; Bernstein 2005) but much remains to be done, specifically in terms of how interest groups fit into the picture.

While there is a long history of many interest groups working toward the same goal as parties during any given election cycle (i.e., organized labor working closely with Democratic candidates and the Democratic Party), the idea of groups fitting specifically into a party network goes beyond working toward a similar goal.  While these may be good instincts, there is less empirical evidence of how these groups relate to the overall party structure and there is even less in terms of how these groups are actually connected through the party network (see Skinner 2005, however).

In the new era of electioneering that was been created by the implementation of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002, a particular type of organization – so called 527 committees (interest group or non-party entities that were named for a section of the tax code) – have become central to the execution of campaigns at the federal level.  They are the receptacles of hundreds of millions of dollars in soft money that cannot be sent to political parties by big-dollar contributors thanks to the new BCRA law.    

To examine how interest groups fit into the party network, we propose to study the linkages between 527 committees and other pieces of the party network.  Specifically, we believe that 527 committees are linked in important and measurable ways with other aspects of the party network including party committees, political consultants, other interest groups, political campaigns, and administration officials.  The key is how they are linked.    

The hypothesis behind this research is that the individuals behind the workings of 527 groups have clear ties (through prior occupational histories or other ties) to the formal party structure and other areas of the party network.  By having as their operational heads or key staff, individuals who have other experience in the party network, the groups are tied into the party network strategy.  Until this point, the only examinations of these types of linkages have mainly been journalistic, or anecdotal in the case of those that are more scholarly in nature.  
The current research uses social network analysis to measure the links between 527 organizations and other actors in the campaign world.  We examine the top 50 527 organizations (in terms of spending) that were active during the 2004 and 2006 election cycles. Data on the main staff and/or officers of the organizations were obtained from 527 filings with the IRS throughout the different election cycles; these individuals’ past connections to the party network were found through various web searches.  Social network analysis is used to examine the linkages between 527s and other aspects of the network.  This type of analysis has been employed for similar work and has produced fruitful results (see Koger, Masket and Noel (2005) and Doherty (2005), for example).

