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The rise of independent expenditures by Super PACs in congressional elections following the Supreme Court’s decision leads to the question about whether and to what extent outside group spending actually affect the outcome of congressional elections.  After an overview of Super PAC and other outside group activity during the 2010 and 2012 elections, this paper develops several statistical models to address the preliminary question of whether Super PAC spending has an impact.  We find a marginal effect for outside group spending, but only when such expenditures are aggregated with candidate campaign spending.  
Since the Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 558 U.S. (2010), many politicians, scholars, and analysts have discussed the potential impact of the decision on U.S. elections.  Some were like President Barack Obama, who in his 2010 State of the Union Address chided the Supreme Court that “reversed a century of law” and urged action to reverse the course set out by the Court.  Others, contend that decisions like Citizens United have helped increase voter turnout, made races more competitive, and fueled a sustained debate about the role of government (Smith 2013).
  Where much of this commentary focuses its concern is on what could happen as a result of unlimited spending by outside groups.  We propose to this shift the focus of the analysis to what actually has happened as a result of outside group spending.  Specifically, we are concerned about whether and to what extent outside group spending actually affect the outcome of congressional elections.
MONEY IN CONGRESSIONAL ELECTIONS 


The impact of campaign spending by candidates in congressional elections is a well-examined one.  Most scholars conclude that the level of expenditures by challengers in House of Representative elections affects the vote totals in any given race (see, e.g., Abramowitz 1988; Jacobson 1980, 1985).  Where the issue lies is whether incumbent spending influences the outcome of the race.  Much of the scholarly debate traces itself back to an exchange between Gary Jacobson (1978, 1980, 1985, and 1990), on the one hand, and Donald Green and Jonathan Krasno (1988, 1990), on the other.  Through a series of articles, the authors debated the merits of their respective model specifications and interpretations, focusing as much if not more on the methodology than the substantive issue involved and ultimately not resolving the question.  Comparable research in the Senate resulted in conflicting results as well; some scholars finding little impact of incumbent spending (Abramowitz 1988; Jacobson 1985), while others finding that incumbent spending in Senate elections does matters (Gerber 1998).
Kenny and McBurnett similarly reflected the different perspectives on the effects of incumbent spending in two different articles.  In each case utilizing a level of analysis at the individual voter instead of vote totals or percentages, one of their articles indicated that the impact of incumbent spending had no statistically significant effect on voter choices (Kenny and McBurnett, 1992), while another finding that incumbent spending as statistically significant (Kenny & McBurnett, 1994).  The difference between the two finding depended on whether a single equation (1992) or multi-equation (1994) model was used.  In both cases, however, challenger spending was found to have a statistically significant effect on voter choice.  

Gary Jacobson has acknowledged that over 15 years after his initial debate with Green and Krasno that the “most enduring controversy in the literature on campaign money concerns the relative impact of spending by incumbents and challengers” (Jacobson, 2006, p. 200).  For years, the scholarly debate could focus primarily on campaign spending by incumbents and challengers because most outside group spending was paled in comparison to the money spent by those running for office.  For example, the 2000 congressional elections saw the first “billion dollar” Congress, where congressional candidates during the 1999-2000 electoral cycle raised and spent in excess of $1 billion.  During this period, political action committees (PACs) contributed over $250 million to congressional candidates, yet made independent expenditures totaling less than $15 million.
  In fact, little scholarly attention was paid to independent expenditures by outside groups in congressional elections in the wake of the debate over the impact of incumbent and challenger spending (for an example of scholarship examining independent expenditures during the 1990s and 2000s, see Nelson, 1990; Engstrom and Kenny, 2002).

Certainly, large independent expenditures by individuals or groups were permitted as a result of the Supreme Court’s decision in Buckley v. Valeo.  Yet, it took the Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United to unleash the prospect of potentially unlimited independent expenditures in campaigns to bring this phenomenon into the focus of those who participate in and study congressional elections.  “Taken together, Citizens United and SpeechNow
 result in donors being able to make unlimited contributions to independent-expenditure-only groups, which in turn can make unlimited expenditures to advocate expressly for the election or defeat of candidates (or virtually any other political speech)” so long as such expenditures are not expressly coordinated with a candidate or campaign (Farrar-Myers and Skinner).  With independent-expenditure-only committees given the judicial green light to spend freely, the level of independent expenditures by outside groups in congressional elections skyrocketed in the 2010, the first election after Citizens United, and then again 2012 elections, the first election where groups had an entire election cycle to plan and fundraise (Figure 1).

Ushering in “a new era of interest group participation in federal elections” (Herrnson, 2013, p. 9), the 2010 and 2012 saw outside groups raising money “from sources and in amounts that were once prohibited under federal law” and in some cases from sources “hidden from public view” (Herrnson, Deering and Wilcox, 2013, p. 5).  The interesting fact about the sources of contributions to Super PACs following Citizens United is the “The single largest donors are not organizations seeking to take advantage of their newfound rights pursuant to the Citizens United and SpeechNow.org cases.  Instead, the largest donations come from wealthy individuals who since Buckley have had the First Amendment right to make unlimited independent expenditures” (Farrar-Myers and Skinner, 2012, p. 107) (See Tables 1(a) and 1(b)).  What Super PACs allow wealthy individual contributors do is make millions of dollars in contributions and aggregate the money with other contributions in a professionally operated political organization that can more efficiently utilize the funds in the political arena than the individuals could do on their own.  Even among organizational donors to Super PACs, the relationship was not what many originally anticipated in the wake of Citizens United as many of the top contributors were labor unions and not corporations.  Gulati (2012) has observed, however, that “anecdotal evidence indicates that businesses have been reluctant to use corporate funds for political donations in order to avoid alienating customers and their shareholders.”

Examining Super PACs and other outside group spending habits, we see that not only did these groups spend more following Citizens United, as previously shown in Figure 1, but their reach is becoming more expansive.  For example, Figure 2 demonstrates the number of House and Senate races during the general election cycles from 2004 to 2012 that outside groups spent in excess of $1,000,000 in the race.  In 2004, only 7 races saw at least $1 million spent on them from outside groups; in 2012, there were 8 races altogether where the outside group spending exceeded $10 million, with another 61 where the spending was more than $1 million and less than $10 million.  

Functional Coordination

In McConnell v. FEC (2003), Justices Stevens and O’Connor expressed concern about “large financial contributions valued by the officeholder.”   This standard does not require that the contributions be made to the officeholder. This leads to another concern about unlimited donations to and independent expenditures by Super PACs: even if such expenditures are technically independent, are they functionally coordinated with campaigns so as to provide direct benefits to candidates?
 Although, as noted above, the Citizens United Court steadfastly determined that “independent expenditures … do not give rise to corruption or the appearance of corruption” (Citizens United, 558 U.S. at 42), the Supreme Court had historically left open the issue that the government’s interest in controlling corruption or the appearance of corruption “might also justify limits on electioneering expenditures because it may be that, in some circumstances, large independent expenditures pose the same dangers of actual or apparent quid pro quo arrangements as do large contributions” (Wisconsin Right to Life, 551 U. S. at 478 (2007) (internal quotation of Buckley and citations omitted; emphasis in the original). 

To understand why functionally coordinated independent expenditures may be of both political and judicial concern, consider the language from Buckley quoted above, justifying the Court’s striking down of the limits on independent expenditures: “[t]he absence of prearrangement and coordination of an expenditure with the candidate or his agent not only undermines the value of the expenditure to the candidate, but also alleviates the danger that expenditures will be given as a quid pro quo for improper commitments from the candidate” (Buckley, 424 U.S. at 47 (emphasis added)). 

Even the Citizens United Court acknowledged, in reconciling its decision with McConnell, the possibility that independent expenditures could affect the decision-making processes of candidates: “If elected officials succumb to improper influences from independent expenditures; if they surrender their best judgment; and if they put expediency before principle, then surely there is cause for concern” (Citizens United, 558 U.S. at 45),

More fundamentally, though, one must consider the question of whether independent expenditures, as applied in the context of an election, provide benefits to candidates that they do value. Evidence suggests independent expenditures can and have been functionally coordinated with a campaign, even if all individuals and organizations involved are complying with applicable law. Consider, for example, the 2010 congressional election in Texas’s 17th District between incumbent Democrat Chet Edwards and challenger Bill Flores. Independent organizations ran advertisements that mirrored Flores’ own campaign ads, and when outside groups announced that they were running ads in the last week before the election, the National Republican Campaign Committee (NRCC) diverted $75,000 that it had earmarked for spending on the Edwards-Flores campaign to other races.
 

Certainly, Flores and the NRCC can be seen as receiving a benefit by having outside groups incurring the costs to run these advertisements, thus enabling Flores and the NRCC to use their funds in other ways. To this end, these sort of independent expenditures demonstrate that even in the absence of prior arrangement and coordination, as contemplated in Buckley, concurrent or subsequent decisions by candidates and campaigns can be based on the knowledge of what outside groups have done, are doing, and intend to do, which gives rise to the appearance or at least the functional equivalent of improper coordination.

Admittedly, the question of whether Super PACs’ independent expenditures are functionally coordinated with candidates’ campaign expenditures providing candidates with benefits during the 2012 election season can be hard to define: what exactly constitutes functional coordination? Of the topics addressed here, however, this question has the most data available to assess whether and how Super PACs can appear to be acting in concert with candidate campaigns, even if not in the legal sense.

In 2012, the Wisconsin Senate race saw a showdown between two leading Super PACs with strong party ties, with American Crossroads spending $4 million and Majority PAC spending $4.7 million on the contest between former Gov. Tommy Thompson (R) and Rep, Tammy Baldwin (D).  The race attracted other Super PACs, such as Women Vote! (linked to EMILY’s List) which spent $3.3 million supporting Baldwin.  The DSCC spent $7.9 million for Baldwin, while the NRSC spent $6.7 million backing Thompson.   Several 501 (c) outside groups were involved as well, including Crossroads GPS, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Americans for Prosperity, and the League of Conservation Voters.  Majority PAC spent heavily during the aftermath of  Thompson’s victory in a hotly contested Republican primary.  (Raju and Bresnahan 2012).  Majority PAC spent $1.6 million during the six weeks following the primary.  (Sunlight Foundation 2012).  Majority PAC’s spending coincided with similar ad waves by the DSCC and Women Vote!.

Without a doubt, Super PACs and the rise of outside group spending and independent expenditures have all become prominent features of the American electoral landscape following Citizens United.  But what real effect has it had on campaigns and, more importantly, the outcome of elections?  Case studies (see, e.g., Farrar-Myers and Sledge 2011) and other individual stories have shown the indirect interplay of strategic decisions made by candidates or campaigns on one hand and outside groups on the other in a form of “functional coordination” (Farrar-Myers and Skinner 2012; Farrar-Myers, 2012).  But other analyses have examined large contributions to Super PACs and the resulting expenditures by those Super PACs in the sense of what return did they get on their investments (Eggen and Farnam 2012).  What is needed at this time, therefore, is to start systematically analyzing the statistical impact, if any, that Super PACs have had on the actual 2010 and 2012 elections.
Are Special Interests Spending Without Limit?

President Obama’s claim in his 2010 State of the Union Address raises a leading concern about the impact of the Citizens United decision. It also leads to a simple research question: Even if corporations and other organizations are legally entitled to undertake unlimited independent expenditures, are such special interests, including foreign corporations, in fact doing so in practice? To answer this question, Tables 1(a) and 1(b) list the largest donors to Super PACs in the 2010 and 2012 election cycles respectively, for both individuals and organizations. 

Clearly, the single largest donors are not organizations seeking to take advantage of their newfound rights pursuant to the Citizens United and SpeechNow.org cases. Instead, the largest donations come from wealthy individuals who since Buckley have had the First Amendment right to make unlimited independent expenditures. Super PACs thus have become a convenient vehicle through which these individuals can make such expenditures, as they allow donors to aggregate funds with others to give to organizations run by professionals who make decisions of how to spend the Super PACs funds (e.g., which races to target, what message to use, etc.). 

In addition, there is some overlap among donors that masks some of the top donors’ total contributions. For example, Harold Simmons (ranked #2 individually in 2012) is the owner of Contran Corp. (ranked #14 organization, and, like many corporate givers to Super PACs, a privately owned firm), and family members of Sheldon Adelson (ranked #1 individually) collectively donated at least $1,000,000 to Super PACs. 

Taken together, the data regarding contributions to Super PACs and independent expenditures by other organizations indicates that the Citizens United decision has not unleashed a host of new special interests being introduced into the electoral process. Instead, we primarily see recurring participants involved in the process utilizing new methods to infuse their dollars into races.

Donors

The tables in the appendix list the top 10 donors for 10 of the 11 largest Super PACs.  (One of the largest Super PACs was entirely funded by the Service Employees International Union).  It also lists whether donors have given to party committees during the 2011-12 cycle or before, and whether they gave to any presidential campaigns.  Not surprisingly, 8 of 10 top donors to American Crossroads had given to Republican party committees before.
 (Interesting, 2 of the 10 had given to Democratic party committees as well, although usually long ago).  The same pattern holds for Democratic “shadow party” organizations, Majority PAC and House Majority PAC.  Virtually all the top donors were longtime supporters of the Democratic Party.  (These included several labor unions that had given “soft money” before the passage of BCRA).

Perhaps more surprisingly, some single-candidate Super PACs were also dominated by longtime party donors.  8 out of 10 givers to Restore Our Future, a pro-Romney Super PAC, and 9 out of 10 givers to Priorities USA Action, a pro-Obama Super PAC, had given to the party committees before.  7 out of 10 donors to Winning Our Future, which backed Newt Gingrich, had given to national Republican party committees before.  Similar patterns were found for most of the other leading Super PACs.

One striking exception is the Ending Spending Action Fund, a conservative group founded in 2010, and primarily funded by Joe Ricketts, the founder of Ameritrade.  While Ricketts gave to the NRCC in 2012, as well as several Republican candidates and Super PACs, he did not have a history of party giving before that election cycle.  Ricketts had moved in conservative circles before, serving on the board of trustees for the American Enterprise Institute.  He also funded the movie, “2016: Obama’s America.”  (Rutenberg and Zeleny 2012).

We also find it difficult to assess the background of FreedomWorks Action, a conservative Super PAC associated with a free-market organization linked to former House Majority Leader Dick Armey.  While FreedomWorks Action received some of its funding from its parent organization, it also received $12.1 million from two murky corporations that appeared to have been set up as conduits.  Independence USA PAC, the pro-gun-control Super PAC supported by New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, was one of the few Super PACs to back multiple candidates of both major parties, as well as Senate candidate Angus King (I-ME).

Staff

At the top Super PACs, most staff appears to have been drawn from the highest ranks of the world of political professionals. Both the leading presidential candidate Super PACs, Restore Our Future (“ROF”) supporting Romney and Priorities USA Action supporting Obama (“Priorities”), had close ties to their respective favored candidates. ROF was founded by Charles Spies, general counsel to Mitt Romney’s 2008 presidential campaign. Its board includes two veterans of Romney’s 2008 presidential campaign: Carl Forti, who had served as political director, and Larry McCarthy, who had been a top media advisor. (Forti also serves as the political director for American Crossroads). Steven Roche, a top Romney fundraiser, left the presidential campaign in August to join ROF. Similarly, Priorities was founded in April of 2011 by Bill Burton and Sean Sweeney, two veterans of the Obama White House who respectively served as Deputy Press Secretary and Chief of Staff to former White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel. Its top fundraiser served as Obama’s Florida finance chair during the 2008 campaign.

“Shadow party” Super PACs such as American Crossroads also show overlap in staff and donors with formal parties and presidential campaigns. American Crossroads was founded by Karl Rove, a top advisor to President George W. Bush, and Ed Gillespie, a former chairman of the Republican National Committee. (Two other former RNC chairmen, Haley Barbour and Robert “Mike” Duncan, have also been involved with American Crossroads). Harold Simmons, the leading donor to American Crossroads, has a long history of support for Republican causes, including two leading conservative 527s in the 2004 campaign (Progress for America, and Swift Boat Veterans for Truth), and several Super PACs, including those supporting the campaigns of Romney, Rick Perry, and Newt Gingrich. (His wife, Annette, was a leading donor to the Red White and Blue Fund, which backed the election of Rick Santorum).

Majority PAC, which supports the election of Democrats to the U.S. Senate, was founded and led by figures deeply involved in Democratic politics, including former staffers for President Bill Clinton, Vice President Al Gore, and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid. House Majority PAC, which supports Democrats running for the House of Representatives, has several staffers who formerly worked at the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.
 

FreedomWorks for America, and Club for Growth Action, two free-market organizations that were willing to challenge more moderate Republicans such as Sen. Richard Lugar (R-IN), were both headed by veteran GOP figures: former chief RNC economist Matt Kibbe and ex-Rep. Chris Chocola (R-IN).

The Ending Spending Action Fund, one of the few multi-candidate Super PACs dominated by a single donor, was managed by Brian Baker, a longtime Republican congressional staff.  (Hamburger 2012).  Independence USA Super PAC, funded by New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg, was headed by Howard Wolfson, who serves as deputy mayor under Bloomberg, but previously worked as director of the DCCC, and a longtime advisor to Hillary Rodham Clinton.  In a later version of this paper, we will provide more systematic data on staffing based on information provided to the Internal Revenue Service.

While our data is very preliminary, it appears that most top Super PACs draw their donors and staff from a pool of national party activists and professionals – the same pool that nourishes the party committees and presidential campaigns.  Indeed, some Super PAC donors have been active in party politics for so long that they gave “soft money” in the 1990s.  Perhaps a regulatory environment that encouraged donors to steer their funds to party and candidate committees might lead to a decline of Super PACs.  It’s hard to imagine contribution limits that would accommodate, say, the $30 million that Miriam and Sheldon Adelson gave to Restore Our Future.   But given that Super PACs labor under some serious liabilities – inability to openly coordinate with parties and candidates, being charged higher rates for advertising time – more permissive rules for parties and candidates might discourage political professionals from employing them in the future.


But Super PACs also empower billionaires such as Joe Ricketts and Michael Bloomberg, who may be less motivated by party goals.   Political consultants may also find Super PACs to be a lucrative means of dunning the super-rich, some of whom may lack political sophistication, while others may be content to blow a small fraction of their net worth on a pet obsession.


The strong overlap in donors and staff between Super PACs and party committees and candidate campaigns, as well as the ability of candidates to appear at Super PAC fundraisers, raises the specter of functional coordination.  Super PACs often make large independent expenditures of clear value to candidates, giving rise to the concerns mentioned in McConnell, Wisconsin Right to Life, and Buckley.
MODELS AND ANALYSIS

We decided to start with a narrow preliminary analysis to assess if Super PAC spending affected congressional elections in 2010 (due to limitations in availability of necessary comparable data at the time this paper was written, we are not able to include the 2012 elections in the statistical analysis).  Our research question, therefore, is whether Super PAC spending affects congressional vote totals, and our corresponding null hypothesis is that independent expenditures by Super PACs do not have an effect on vote totals in congressional elections.  Given the preliminary nature of our analysis, a straightforward model in the vein of the Jacobson and Abramowitz was the best starting point.  In this regard, our dependent variable – Two-Party Vote Share – is measured as the percentage of the vote received by the incumbent in the general election among all votes cast for the Republican and Democratic nominees.  


With respect to the ongoing debate regarding the independent effects of incumbent spending and challenger spending and the related debate as to the appropriate model for measuring each, we decided to take a slightly different approach to allow us to isolate our analysis on the effects of outside group spending.  Thus, our variable Money Ratio reflects the ratio of the challenger’s net expenditures to the incumbent’s net expenditures at the end of the 4th quarter of the election year.

We estimated three separate models as part of our analysis.  The first model does not include any variable related to outside group spending, and serves as a baseline for our overall model and the net impact of outside group spending.  The second model adds Outside Spending Ratio as an independent variable to examine the independent effects that outside group spending may have on congressional elections.
  The third model replaces both the Money Ratio and Outside Spending Ratio variables with a Combined Spending Ratio that aggregates both candidate spending and outside group spending into a single variable to examine the cumulative effects of outside spending on top of candidate spending.

Our model also includes a number of variables that have been shown to influence the outcome of congressional elections (Herrnson 2007; Jacobson 2008). We use the Partisan Voting Index (PVI) as an indicator for the incumbent’s partisan advantage or disadvantage in the district. Developed by election analyst Charlie Cook, the PVI is the difference between the performance of a presidential candidate of the incumbent’s party nationally in the last election subtracted from his performance in the congressional district in the same year. Higher scores indicate a district with more voters of the incumbent’s party, while lower scores indicate a district with fewer voters favoring the incumbent.  

Strong and experienced challengers are more likely to perform better against an incumbent than challengers of less quality. We measure challenger quality as a candidate who previously had been elected to the state legislature or a major statewide office or was a previous member of Congress.


We include two indicators that capture the incumbents activities and behavior in Congress. Constituency Divergence measures the distance between the incumbent’s voting record relative to the district’s ideological preferences.  Divergence is measured by regressing the incumbents’ DW-NOMINATE score on the most recent past Republican presidential vote and the member’s party.  We then used the absolute value of the unstandardized residual of the regression estimation as the measure of the incumbent’s divergence from constituency opinion.  The Power Index measures power and influence in Congress by taking into account tenure, majority/minority party status, leadership positions, and prestige committee assignments.
 A third variable that accounts for incumbent activity both in and out the legislature is the presence of a scandal. Using Thompson’s (2000) criteria for classifying the actions or behavior as a scandal, we identified 16 incumbents who were embroiled in a scandal during the 111th Congress. Lastly, we control for the incumbent’s party affiliation, Republican or Democrat.

Table 2 presents the results of the regression analysis for the three models.  Overall, each model is robust.  In terms of the non-money related independent variables, the Republican and Partisan Voting Index variables were consistently statistically significant, while the PowerIndex was marginally significant at the 0.1 level in each model.  The Scandal, Divergence, and Challenger Quality variables were not statistically significant in any model.


In examining the models in terms of the effects of outside spending, the Money Ratio was statistically significant in baseline Model 1, and the model itself had an R-squared of 0.827.  When outside spending was factored in as its own independent variable in Model 2, it had no impact.  The Outside Spending Ratio variable was statistically insignificant and the model’s R-square remained unchanged from Model 1 at 0.827.  The real, but marginal, effect of outside spending in congressional elections in 2010 is shown in Model 3.  In this model, the Combined Spending Ratio was statistically significant, and the model’s R-squared increased modestly to 0.830.  

Another important item to note is the relative value of spending variables in Model 1 and Model 3.  In Model 1, the variable Money Ratio had a value of -3.429, whereas the Combined Spending Ratio variable in Model had a value of -4.269, which represents a 25% increase over Model 1.  In other words, including outside group spending with candidate spending in Model 3 captures a more pronounced effect of overall spending than when focusing solely on candidate spending.  Given this and the above discussion, Model 3 provides us with enough evidence to be able to reject the null hypothesis and conclude that outside group spending did have an effect on vote totals in the congressional elections, although this effect was very limited.  Outside group spending did not have an independent effect on vote totals, but affected outcomes only when considered in conjunction with the effect of spending by candidates themselves.
CONCLUSION


Although the analysis herein is limited by its own terms, the results – particularly that the impact of outside group spending is noticeable only when aggregated with candidate spending – is consistent with other research on independent expenditures.  Engstrom and Kenny (2007), for example, determined that independent expenditures were best understood as endogenous variables, that is within and a part of the electoral process.  The fact that the effect of outside spending by Super PACs is seen only when combined with candidate spending demonstrates how quickly following Citizens United that this type of spending was integrated into the campaign finance system.


The findings derived from Model 3 also imply that independent expenditures are also most effective when coordinated with activities of others.  Such coordination might be express coordination among two or more outside groups who allocate certain responsibilities to one group or another to more efficiently maximize the use of their collective skills and resources.
  Or such coordination could be a functional coordination between an outside group and a candidate or campaign – coordination in which the activities of the outside group are undertaken structurally and legally independent of the campaign, but are done in a way such that the outside groups functionally serve as extensions of the campaign (Farrar-Myers, 2012; Garrett, 2011).  

As an example of how such functional coordination works and why the effect of outside group spending was noticeable in the Combined Spending Ratio variable, consider the 2010 congressional election in Texas’s 17th District between incumbent Democrat Chet Edwards and challenger Bill Flores.  Outside groups announced that they were going to run ads in the last week before the election, and the ads effectively mirrored Flores’ own ads.  Neither the outside groups nor the Flores campaign did anything illegally.  The outside groups, however, acted in much the same way that the Flores campaign would have.  The groups ran ads in the crucial week before what was expected to be a close election and conveyed the same message that Flores had been making.  
From the Flores campaign’s perspective, since the outside groups made their advertising intentions public knowledge in advance of the actual advertisements, it was not at risk of being seen as actually coordinating with the outside groups.  Nevertheless, the campaign could make strategic decisions about its own spending during the last week before the election knowing that the outside groups effectively saved the campaign money it might have otherwise needed to spend on similar advertisements.
  Putting aside any normative concerns over functional coordination, the net impact of the various spending decisions is that the money outside groups spent was effectively the same as if the Flores campaign spent it.  Thus, taking a step back and examining functional coordination from a modeling perspective, candidate spending and outside group spending are, or at least can be when the messages are congruent, highly fungible, and should be aggregated as was done in our Combined Spending Ratio variable.  
As discussed above, the models and analysis herein were intentionally limited to investigate whether outside group spending had an effect on congressional vote totals.  With the foundation established by the models and analysis herein, the next steps would be to start to expand the analysis and explore all the various nuances associated with independent expenditures by Super PACs.  The first step would be to examine the 2012 congressional elections using the models used above once all the necessary data is available.  We hypothesize that outside group spending in the 2012 congressional elections would have at least as much effect as in 2010, and more likely an even greater effect.  With the 2010 elections, the limited time between the Citizens United and SpeechNow decisions meant that Super PACs were more or less thrust into an ongoing election cycle.  With the 2012 elections, Super PACs had the full election cycle to plan how to use their funds, determine which techniques worked best in 2010, and otherwise strategize as to how best to maximize the impact of their spending.  
Other future research could continue to refine the models used in this paper continuing to use vote percentage as the dependent variable.  Much in the way the Jacobson/Green and Krasno debate showed that different methodological approaches to the same basic model could yield different results, analyzing outside group spending with the benefit of alternative methods may too offer new insights into if, how, and to what extent spending by Super PACs affect the outcome of congressional elections.  Another approach toward future research is to incorporate outside group spending into models similar to the ones the Kenny and McBurnett (1992) used to see what effect outside group spending had on individual voters’ or potential voters’ choice.  Using a similar level of analysis, Engstrom and Kenny (2012) found that the impact of independent expenditures varied by the type of independent spending.  Similarly, Farrar-Myers and Skinner (2012) found evidence that certain types of independent expenditures, such as targeted media and get-out-the-vote efforts, were more effective factors in voters’ choices that a general media advertisement strategy in the 2012 presidential election.  Given all this, one would think that a model that could distinguish among various Super PAC spending decisions and behaviors would lead to a more refined understanding of the effect that Super PAC spending has.  
Such an approach of disaggregating Super PAC independent expenditures can extend to other strategic decisions that Super PACs make as well.  For example, does Super PAC spending have a greater effect in highly contentious campaigns where the candidates, political parties, and many outside groups are spending money, or in less visible races where outside group spending might even exceed a candidate’s own spending?  In other words, not all races are equal in importance, level of activity, and dollars spent by Super PACs, so we should seek to develop a better understanding of which types of races Super PAC spending would have an impact and why.  All this shows that the infusion of independent expenditures by Super PACs into the congressional campaign finance system provide an array of opportunities to study the actual impact of these groups.  Developing such knowledge would then allow the normative discussions regarding the role and potential limitations on Super PACs to be held as a much more informed debate.
Future research will apply our findings that outside spending matters primarily in conjunction with candidate spending.  We will also explore its implications for the issue of functional coordination, as well as the overlap in donors and staff between Super PACs and party and candidate committees.
Bibliography

Abramowitz, Alan.  1988.  “Explaining Senate Election Outcomes.”  American Political Science Review 82:  385-403.

Abramowitz, Alan.  1991.  “Incumbency, Campaign Spending, and the Decline of Competition in the U.S. House.”  Journal of Politics 53:  34-57.

Coleman, John J. and Paul F. Manna.  2000.  “Congressional Campaign Spending and the Quality of Democracy.”  Journal of Politics, 62:  757-789.

Eggen, Dan and T.W. Farnam.  2012.  “Spend Billions on Elections, Get Lousy Returns.”  The Fiscal Times, available at http://www.thefiscaltimes.com/Articles/2012/11/08/Spend-Billions-on-Elections-Get-Lousy-Returns.aspx#page1 (last visited March 15, 2013).

Engstrom, Richard N. and Christopher Kenny.  2002.  “The Effects of Independent Expenditures in Senate Elections.”  Political Research Quarterly 55:  885-905.

Farrar-Myers, Victoria A. 2012. “The Ripple Effect of Scandal and Reform: The Historical Impact of Watergate-Era Campaign Finance Regulation and Its Progeny.” In Watergate Remembered: The Legacy for American Politics.  Michael Genovese, ed. New York: Palgrave Macmillan Press.

Farrar-Myers, Victoria A. and Richard Skinner.  2012.  “Super PACs and the 2012 Elections.”  The Forum 10:  105-118.

Farrar-Myers, Victoria A., and Daniel Davis Sledge. 2011. “The Perfect Storm: Edwards vs. Flores in Texas’s Seventeenth Congressional District.” In Cases in Congressional Campaigns:  Riding the Wave.  Randall E. Adkins and David A. Dulio, eds.  New York: Routledge.

Garrett, R. Sam. 2011.  Super PACs in Federal Elections: Overview and Issues for Congress.  Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service.

Gerber, Alan.  1998.  “Estimating the Effect of Campaign Spending on Senate Election Outcomes Using Instrumental Variables.”  American Political Science Review 92:  401-411.

Green, Donald Philip, and Jonathan S. Krasno.  1988.  “Salvation for the Spendthrift Incumbent: Re-estimating the Effects of Campaign Spending in House Elections.”  American Journal of Political Science 32:  884-907. 

Green, Donald Philip, and Jonathan S. Krasno.  1990.  “Rebuttal to Jacobson's 'New Evidence for Old Arguments.’”  American Journal of Political Science 34:363-372. 

Gulati, Girish J.  2012.  “Super PACs and Financing the 2012 Presidential Election.”  Society 49:  409–417.

Herrnson, Paul S. 2007. Congressional Elections: Campaigning at Home and in Washington.  Washington, D.C.: CQ Press.

Herrnson, Paul S.  2013.  “A New Era of Interest Group Participation in Federal Elections.”  In Interest Groups Unleashed.  Paul S. Herrnson, Christopher J. Deering, and Clyde Wilcox, eds.  CQ Press:  Washington, DC.

Herrnson, Paul S., Christopher J. Deering, and Clyde Wilcox.  2013.  “Introduction.”  In Interest Groups Unleashed.  Paul S. Herrnson, Christopher J. Deering, and Clyde Wilcox, eds.  CQ Press:  Washington, DC.

Jacobson, Gary.  1978.  “The Effects of Campaign Spending in Congressional Elections.”  American Political Science Review 72:  469-491.

Jacobson, Gary C.  1980.  Money in Congressional Elections.  New Haven:  Yale University Press.

Jacobson, Gary C.  1985.  “Money and Votes Reconsidered: Congressional Elections, 1972-1982.”  Public Choice 47: 7-62.

Jacobson, Gary.  1990.  “The Effects of Campaign Spending in House Elections: New Evidence for Old Arguments.”  American Journal of Political Science 34:  334-362.

Jacobson, Gary C.  2006.  “Measuring Campaign Spending Effects in U.S. House Elections.”  In Capturing Campaign Effects.  Henry E. Brady and Richard Johnston, eds.  Ann Arbor:  University of Michigan Press.  

Jacobson, Gary. 2008. The Politics of Congressional Elections.  New York: Longman Publishers.

Kenny, Christopher and Michael McBurnett.  1992.  “A Dynamic Model of the Effect of Campaign Spending on Congressional Vote Choice.”  American Journal of Political Science 36:  923-937.

Kenny, Christopher and Michael McBurnett.  1994.  “An Individual-Level Multiequation Model of Expenditure Effects in Contested House Elections.”  American Political Science Review 88:  699-707.

Nelson, Candice J.  1990.  “Loose Cannons: Independent Expenditures.”  In Margaret Latus Nugent and John R. Johannes, eds.  Money, Elections, and Democracy.  Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Raju, Manu, and John Bresnahan.  2012.  “Outspent Democratic Super PAC Made Dollars Count.”  Politico.  November 11.

Smith, Bradley A.  2013.  “A Supreme Opportunity to Build on Citizens United.”  Wall Street Journal (February 15, 2013), p. A15.
Thompson, John B. 2000. Political Scandal: Power and Visibility in the Media Age. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers.

TABLES AND FIGURES
[image: image1.emf]Figure 1:  Outside Group Spending in House and Senate 

Elections, 2004-2012 Election Cycles

$0

$100,000,000

$200,000,000

$300,000,000

$400,000,000

$500,000,000

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

Election Year Cycle


Source:  Compiled from data available http://www.opensecrets.org/outsidespending/index.php.  Note:  Values include independent expenditures, electioneering communications and communication costs spent by outside groups in Senate and House elections.  

Table 1(a):  Top Donors to Super PACs, 2010 Election Cycle

	Individuals
	Organizations

	Name
	Amount
	Name
	Amount

	Perry, Robert J. & Doylene (C)
	$7,100,000
	National Education Association (L)  
	$4,375,000

	Hughes, B. Wayne Sr. (C)
	$3,500,000
	Our Future Ohio (L)  
	$3,216,000

	Rowling, Robert B. & Terry H. (C)
	$2,500,000
	Service Employees International Union (L) 
	$2,777,500

	Rees-Jones, Trevor & Jan
	$2,000,000
	American Federation of Teachers (L)  
	$2,573,000

	Ricketts, John J. & Marlene M. (C)
	$1,160,000
	TRT Holdings (C)   
	$2,500,000

	Perenchio, A. Jerrold & Margaret (C)
	$1,000,000
	Alliance Resource Partners (C)  
	$2,425,000

	Sussman, S. Donald (L)
	$1,000,000
	Harold C Simmons Family Trust (C)  
	$2,000,000

	Childs, John W. & Marlene I (C)
	$750,000
	America's Families First (L)  
	$1,600,000

	Mercer, Robert L. & Diana (C)
	$643,750
	Carpenters & Joiners Union (L)  
	$1,085,000

	Stephens, Jackson T. Jr.
	$625,000
	Laborers Union (L)  
	$915,000


Source:  Farrar-Myers & Skinner (2012).  Data originally compiled from Center for Responsive Politics’ www.opensecrets.org website.

Note:  Ideological position of donor designated by Center for Responsive Politics as “Conservative” with a “(C)” and “Liberal” with a “(L)”.

Table 1(b).  Top Donors to Super PACs, 2012 Election Cycle 

	Individuals
	Organizations

	Name
	Amount
	Name
	Amount

	Adelson, Sheldon G. & Miriam O. (C)
	$92,796,625
	United Auto Workers (L)
	$13,934,000

	Simmons, Harold C. & Annette (C)
	$26,865,000
	National Education Association (L)
	$13,037,132

	Perry, Robert J. (C)
	$23,450,000
	Service Employees International Union (L)
	$11,394,161

	Bloomberg, Michael R. (L)
	$13,658,207
	Specialty Group Inc. (C)
	$10,575,000

	Eychaner, Fred (L)
	$13,500,000
	Republican Governors Association (C)
	$9,793,605

	Ricketts, John Joe (C)
	$13,050,000
	American Federation of State/County/Municipal Employees (L)
	$8,401,505

	Simons, James H. & Marilyn (L)
	$9,075,000
	AFL-CIO (L)
	$7,471,848

	Mercer, Robert L. (C)
	$5,409,354
	Carpenters & Joiners Union (L)
	$6,544,923

	Thiel, Peter A. (C)
	$4,735,000
	Environment America (L)
	$6,456,074

	Mostyn, J. Steve & Amber Anderson (L)
	$4,253,850
	American Federation of Teachers (L)  
	$5,998,558


Source:  Farrar-Myers & Skinner (2012).  Data originally compiled from Center for Responsive Politics’ www.opensecrets.org website.

Note:  Ideological position of donor designated by Center for Responsive Politics as “Conservative” with a “(C)” and “Liberal” with a “(L)”.
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Table 2:  Results of Statistical Models
	
	Model 1
	Model 2
	Model 3

	
	
	
	

	R-squared
	0.827
	0.827
	0.830

	
	
	
	

	Constant
	47.439
	47.335
	48.132

	
	
	
	

	Independent Variables (Significance)
	
	
	

	Republican
	6.549

(.000)
	6.592
(.000)
	6.352
(.000)

	
	
	
	

	PVI
	.809

(.000)
	.810
(.000)
	.791
(.000)

	
	
	
	

	Scandal
	-1.463

(.295)
	-1.453
(.298)
	-1.491
(.281)

	
	
	
	

	PowerIndex
	.117

(.088)
	.120
(.081)
	.122
(.071)

	
	
	
	

	Divergence
	1.515

(.581)
	1.572
(.567)
	1.432
(.598)

	
	
	
	

	Challenger Quality
	-.770

(.338)
	-.750
(.351)
	-.294
(.714)

	
	
	
	

	Money Ratio
	-3.429

(.000)
	-3.412
(.000)
	N/A

	
	
	
	

	Outside Spending Ratio
	N/A
	1.846E-005
(.400)
	N/A

	
	
	
	

	Combined Spending Ratio
	N/A
	N/A
	-4.269
(.000)


Source:  Authors
Appendix
Restore Our Future (Romney)

	Name
	Amount
	Party Committee, 2012
	Party Committee, pre-2012
	Presidential Candidate, 2012
	Other Super PACs

	Miriam Adelson
	$15 million
	RNC; NRCC
	RNC; NRSC
	Mitt Romney; Newt Gingrich
	American Crossroads; YG Action Fund; Winning Our Future; Congressional Leadership Fund; Treasure Coast Jobs Coalition; America 360

	Sheldon Adelson
	$15 million
	RNC, NRCC
	NRSC, DNC, NRCC, RNC
	Mitt Romney, Newt Gingrich
	American Crossroads; Texas Conservatives Fund; YG Action Fund; Winning Our Future; Congressional Leadership Fund; Treasure Coast Jobs Coalition; America 360; Conservative Renewal

	Bob Perry 
	$10 million
	NRSC
	NRSC, NRCC
	Mitt Romney, Rick Perry, Tim Pawlenty
	American Crossroads, Club for Growth Action, Congressional Leadership Fund, Texas Conservatives Fund, 

	Oxbow Carbon
	$3.75 million
	
	
	
	America 360

	Lawrence Ellison
	$3 million
	RNC
	NRSC, DNC
	Mitt Romney
	

	Harold Simmons
	$2.3 million
	NRSC
	NRSC, NRCC, RNC
	Mitt Romney, Rick Perry, Tim Pawlenty, Newt Gingrich
	American Crossroads, Texas Conservatives Fund, Strong Utah, Freedom PAC; Conservative Renewal; Winning Our Future; Americans for Rick Perry

	Julian Robertson 
	$2.25 million
	RNC
	RNC, NRSC, DSCC
	Mitt Romney
	

	Robert McNair
	$2 million
	NRSC, NRCC
	NRSC


	Rick Perry
	American Crossroads, Texas Conservatives Fund, Make Us Great Again

	Renco Group
	$2 million
	
	
	
	


American Crossroads (Conservative)

	Name
	Amount
	Party Committee, 2012
	Party Committee, pre-2012
	Presidential Candidate, 2012
	Other Super PACs

	Harold Simmons
	$20

 million
	NRSC
	NRSC, NRCC, RNC
	Mitt Romney, Rick Perry, Tim Pawlenty, Newt Gingrich
	Restore Our Future, Texas Conservatives Fund, Strong Utah, Freedom PAC; Conservative Renewal; Winning Our Future; Americans for Rick Perry

	Sheldon Adelson
	$11.5 million
	RNC, NRCC
	NRSC, DNC, NRCC, RNC
	Mitt Romney, Newt Gingrich
	Restore Our Future; Texas Conservatives Fund; YG Action Fund; Winning Our Future; Congressional Leadership Fund; Treasure Coast Jobs Coalition; America 360; Conservative Renewal

	Miriam Adelson
	$15 million
	RNC; NRCC
	RNC; NRSC
	Mitt Romney; Newt Gingrich
	Restore Our Future; YG Action Fund; Winning Our Future; Congressional Leadership Fund; Treasure Coast Jobs Coalition; America 360

	Bob Perry 
	$8.5 million
	NRSC
	NRSC, NRCC
	Mitt Romney, Rick Perry, Tim Pawlenty
	Restore Our Future, Club for Growth Action, Congressional Leadership Fund, Texas Conservatives Fund, 

	Robert Rowling
	$3.5 million
	RNC, NRSC
	NRCC, NRSC, RNC
	Mitt Romney, Tim Pawlenty
	Restore Our Future; Texas Conservatives Fund

	Weaver Holdings / Weaver Popcorn
	$3.4 million
	
	
	
	

	Contran
	$3 million
	
	
	
	

	TRT Holdings 
	$2.5 million
	
	RNC, NRSC 
	
	

	Jerry Perenchio
	$2 million
	NRSC, NRCC
	RNC, NRCC, NRSC, DSCC, DCCC, DNC


	Mitt Romney, Tim Pawlenty, Jon Huntsman
	Restore Our Future, Our Destiny PAC, 

	Robert Mercer
	$2 million
	RNC, NRSC, NRCC
	RNC
	Mitt Romney
	Club for Growth Action, Republican Super PAC, National Horizon, Prosperity First


Priorities USA Action (Obama)

	Name
	Amount
	Party Committee, 2012
	Party Committee, pre-2012
	Presidential Candidate, 2012
	Other Super PACs

	Fred Eychaner
	$4.5 million
	DNC, DCCC, 
	DNC, DCCC, DSCC
	Barack Obama
	Majority PAC, House Majority PAC, America Votes Action Fund, Women Vote!

	James Simons
	$6.5 million
	DCCC
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	
	House Majority PAC, Majority PAC

	Steve Mostyn
	$3 million
	DCCC
	DCCC
	
	America’s Families First Action Fund

	Jeffrey Katzenberg 
	$3 million
	DNC, DCCC, 
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	Barack Obama
	House Majority PAC, Majority PAC, Committee to Elect an Effective Valley Congressman 

	Plumbers & Pipefitters Union
	$2.3 million
	
	
	
	House Majority PAC

	Jon Stryker
	$2 million
	DNC
	DNC, DSCC
	Barack Obama
	House Majority PAC

	Anne Cox Chambers
	$2 million
	DCCC, DSCC
	DCCC, DNC, DSCC
	
	

	Laborers Union 
	$1.75 million
	
	DNC, DCCC, DSCC
	
	AFL-CIO Workers Voices, House Majority PAC, Majority PAC, The American Worker

	American Federation of Teachers
	$1.5 million
	
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC


	
	House Majority PAC, Majority PAC, AFL-CIO Workers Voices, the American Worker 

	David E. Shaw
	$1.4 million
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	Barack Obama
	Majority PAC


Majority PAC (Liberal)

	Name
	Amount
	Party Committee, 2012
	Party Committee, pre-2012
	Presidential Candidate, 2012
	Other Super PACs

	Fred Eychaner
	$4.3 million
	DNC, DCCC, 
	DNC, DCCC, DSCC
	Barack Obama
	Priorities USA Action, House Majority PAC, America Votes Action Fund, Women Vote!

	James Simons
	$3 million
	DCCC
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	
	Priorities USA Action, Majority PAC

	Carpenters & Joiners Union
	$2.3 million
	
	DNC
	
	Working for Working Americans, Priorities USA Action, House Majority PAC, Lunch Pail Republicans, Working For Us PAC, Californians For Integrity in Government, Lantern Project

	American Federation of Teachers 
	$2 million
	
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	
	House Majority PAC, Priorities USA Action, Stronger Together, AFL-CIO Workers Voices, DGA Action, Ohio Families United 

	AFSCME
	$1 million
	
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	
	AFL-CIO Workers Voices, Patriot Majority, UNITE HERE, Protecting Our Vote PAC, America Votes Action Fund, Moving Ohio Forward Action Fund, African-American Voter Registration/Education/Participation Project, Defend Our Homes, Sierra Club Independent Action, Fair Share Action, Connecticut’s Future PAC, The American Worker, Iowans for Integrity in Leadership, Committee to Elect an Effective Valley Congressman, Working for Us, American Bridge 21st Century, Women Vote!

	Franklin L. Haney
	$1 million
	DNC
	DNC, DSCC
	Barack Obama
	Priorities USA Action

	Laborers Union
	$1 million
	
	DCCC, DNC, DSCC
	
	AFL-CIO Workers Voices, House Majority PAC, Majority PAC, The American Worker

	American Association of Justice 
	$955,000
	
	DNC
	
	VoteVets.org, Committee for an Effective and Trusted Congressman, Connecticut’s Future PAC, Priorities USA Action, Freedom Fund for America’s Future, American Bridge 21st Century, House Majority PAC, Protecting Our Vote PAC, 

	Arnold S. Hiatt
	$900,000
	DNC, DCCC
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC


	Barack Obama
	Majority PAC, League of Conservation Voters, American Bridge 21st Century 

	International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers
	$875,000
	
	DNC, DSCC, DCCC
	
	Majority PAC, Priorities USA Action,  Connecticut’s Future PAC, America Votes Action Fund, Saving Florida’s Future, African-American Voter Registration/Education/Participation Project, AFL-CIO Workers Voices


� Although they focused on candidate campaign spending, Coleman and Manna similarly concluded that campaign spending enhances such aspects of democracy as knowledge and affect of voters, but not does damage public trust or involvement.


� All data regarding the 1999-2000 electoral season is available from the Federal Election Commission’s website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.fec.gov" ��www.fec.gov�.  


� SpeechNow.org v. Federal Election Commission, 599 F.3d 686 (D.D.C. 2010), which applied Citizens United to conclude that individuals could make unlimited contributions to independent expenditure-only committees.


� Farrar-Myers comments that “independent expenditures could easily slip into what might be called ‘structurally independent but functionally coordinated’ expenses” (Farrar-Myers, 2012, p. 141). Garrett observes that critics of Super PACs “contend that they are the latest outlet for unlimited money in politics that, while legally independent, are functional extensions of one or more campaigns” (Garrett, p. 1).





� For a more in-depth examination of the Edwards-Flores race, see Farrar-Myers and Sledge (2011).





� One of the other donors was Contran, a privately held firm controlled by Harold Simmons, the leading donor to American Crossroads.  The other top donor was Weaver Holdings and Weaver Popcorn, a privately held firm that manufactures popcorn.


� Other presidential candidate Super PACs were dominated by staffers and donors with ties to the candidate. Winning Our Future, which supported Newt Gingrich, was run by former staffers for the Gingrich campaign and Gingrich’s leadership PAC. It was primarily funded by Sheldon Adelson and his relatives; Adelson had long supported American Solutions for Winning Our Future, a 527 committee tied to Gingrich. Make Us Great Again (MUGA), which supported Rick Perry, was founded by Mike Toomey, a former chief of staff for Perry, and G. Brint Ryan, a leading Perry donor. Many of MUGA’s largest supporters had already “maxed out” their contributions to the Perry campaigns. Our Destiny PAC, which supported Jon Huntsman Jr., was primarily funded by Huntsman’s father, and was directed by Fred Davis, a former advisor to Huntsman’s campaign. By contrast, Endorse Liberty, which backed Ron Paul’s presidential ambitions, was primarily funded by Peter Thiel, a leading venture capitalist and outspoken libertarian, and was directed by high-tech figures without obvious ties to the Paul campaign.





� Outside Spending Ratio is the ratio of outside spending on behalf of the challenger to the outside spending on behalf of the incumbent at the end of the 4th quarter of the election year.  Outside spending includes expenditures by independent expenditure-only committees, i.e., "super PACs,” traditional political action committees (PACs), 501(c) nonprofit operations, 527’s political committees, and political party committees. These data were obtained from OpenSecrets.org, “2010 Outside Spending, by Group.” 


� The Power Index used in this study is similar to the Power Category of Congress.org’s Power Index. 


� Farrar-Myers and Skinner demonstrate the benefits that such work allocation and resource maximization among Democratic-supporting Super PACs had in the context of the 2012 presidential election.  


� The National Republican Campaign Committee (NRCC) did, in fact, divert $75,000 that it had earmarked for spending on the Edwards-Flores campaign to other races after the outside groups ran their advertisements, as another form of functional coordination.  For a more in-depth examination of the Edwards-Flores race, see Farrar-Myers and Sledge (2011).  
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