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Chapter 1 – Introduction 

 

 

 

 

 Allow me to set the stage.  The date is July 13th 1990 and the eyes of the nation are fixed 

on Washington DC.  Today the Senate will vote on whether to adopt the conference report of, 

and send to President Bush’s desk, the Americans with Disabilities act.  Centuries of 

discrimination against the disabled, decades of awe-inspiring protest by the burgeoning disability 

community, and years of legislative wrangling among interest groups, activists, and lawmakers 

have led to this day.  The Senate chamber is hushed with anticipation as the Senate lead author of 

the ADA takes the microphone… sort of.  That day in July Senator Tom Harkin delivered the 

first speech in sign language on the floor of the Senate.  Senator Harkin’s brother was deaf and 

the beginning of his speech on this masterpiece of civil rights was to him.  Harkin calls the ADA 

the “modern-day emancipation proclamation” opening the country’s doors to its largest 

oppressed minority.  He marks the impact of the bill in the geniuses who will be given a chance 

to shine and a girl with cerebral palsy he met who could go out and buy a pair of shoes “just like 

anybody else.”  The ADA is one of the most revolutionary pieces of legislation taken up by the 

US Congress. 

Harkin’s speech is illuminating and emotional and ends with his dedication of the bill on 

which he and his colleagues had worked so diligently.  He said “all across our nation mother are 

giving birth to infants with disabilities, so I want to dedicate the Americans with Disabilities act 

to these, the next generation of children and their parents” (Senator Harkin Delivers Floor 
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Speech in American Sign Language Upon Passage of the ADA n.d.).  Just shy of seven years 

later I was born with type 1 oculocutaneous albinism.  In July of 1990 on the floor of the Senate 

Senator Harkin had dedicated the ADA to me and to my parents, among many others.  I grew up 

in a world shaped by the ADA.  I had an individualized educational plan (IEP) throughout 

primary and secondary school designed to ensure I could access every part of my mainstream 

school despite my visual impairment.  When I got to college and started asking questions about 

disability the story of the disability rights movement and a video of Senator Harkin’s speech 

came my way and I was dumbstruck with gratitude and left with a voracious desire to learn 

more.  It was out of my own story of disability, which began on May 8th 1997, that I found my 

love of disability studies and the history of the disability rights movement, and it was out of that 

consuming academic passion that I found my way to studying interest group cooperation. 

Kate, one of the subjects of this research, shared with me during our interview that “we 

haven’t had a big huge disability bill in 30 years and we need a big huge disability bill.”  Kate 

couldn’t be more right.  Despite updates to the ADA including the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) enforcement remains too spotty (“30 Years after Americans with 

Disabilities Act, College Students with Disabilities Say Law Is Not Enough” n.d.) and rates of 

unemployment and poverty are over twice those of the nondisabled (“Persons with a Disability: 

Labor Force Characteristics Summary” n.d.; “How Is Poverty Status Related to Disability?” 

n.d.).  During the current global pandemic of COVID-19 disabled individuals, most at risk of 

death from the virus, are experiencing brutal and discriminatory triage (Kukla 2020; Cokley 

2020; “Feds Urged To Prevent COVID-19 Disability Discrimination” 2020) leading to the 

popularization of the term “ICUgenics” to describe the low value placed on disabled lives during 

this time.  A huge disability bill is needed. 
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The need for renewed action and community among individuals with disabilities is the 

motivating force behind this research.  In his floor speech Senator Harkin stated that “the ADA is 

first and foremost the outcome of the extraordinary efforts of the disability community.”  The 

disability rights movement, which gathered steam for decades, barreling toward that day, was an 

association of activists and interest groups and individuals who never thought they would be or 

belong to either (Davis 2015).  Cooperation among disabled people brought about the ADA and 

30 years later, in dire need of another huge disability bill, it is cooperation among disabled 

people that I set out to study in this project. 

A note must be made on the title of this work.  Throughout my time in college I have 

reveled in my introduction to disability culture, also known as crip culture, crip being short for 

cripple.  Crip art, crip poetry, and crip activism have brightened my days and brought me joy and 

pride.  The disability community has staked out the term ‘cripple’ for reclamation, and in that 

spirit this piece aims to study those powerful historical and political collective actors, coalitions 

of crip power. 

Chapter 2 explores the history of interest group research and lays the theoretical 

foundations for my hypotheses regarding the impacts of group size and constituency on interest 

groups’ propensity to cooperate. 

Chapter 3 goes through my methods in detail, both those I used to develop my research 

design and those I used to recruit subjects and conduct data collection. 

Chapter 4 reports the outcomes of my investigation into the impact of group size on 

cooperative propensity and Chapter 5 reports those of my investigation into the effects of 

constituency. 

Chapter 6 offers closing thoughts and outlines opportunities for further research. 
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Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 

 

 

 

Evolution of Interest Group Research 

 Interest groups have ballooned in number and influence over the past century.  In 1929 

political scientist E. Pendleton Herring observed with awe that Washington was flush with over 

500 interest groups, by 1955 a conservative estimate places the number flocking around the city 

at over 5000 and today that number has climbed well past 20,000 (Hula 1999).  The sector saw 

an explosion of growth in the 1960s and has continued to grow since.  In his 1999 text 

chronicling the growing power of interest groups Jeffrey Berry argues that interest groups apply 

the lion’s share of their power through agenda setting and that they have been effective in that 

arena.  Berry paints the mid-Reagan era political landscape in Washington as taken up with 

“post-material” concerns such as gay rights and environmental concerns to a greater extent than 

ever before and cites the growth of interest groups as the primary driver for Congress’ fresh 

focus.  He rests a turning of the enormous ship of national political attention at the feet of interest 

groups (Berry 1999).  Interest groups have been long known to be influential in shaping national 

politics and legislative agendas.  There is good evidence as well that cooperation can make the 

difference between success and failure for an interest group (Trumbull 2012) and that 

cooperation is even more necessary now than ever if interest groups wish to have a hope of 

seeing their agenda made real (Hula 1999).  This research sets out to contribute to and deepen 
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this study of the most important behavioral dimension of a vitally important sector of the 

American political landscape. 

 Modern interest group research began with David Truman’s 1951 book The 

Governmental Process which described the United States as a pluralist zone of political 

competition.  Interest groups, as Truman saw them, empowered minority interests through their 

representation, activated sections of the public while allowing them freedom from tracking the 

policy process closely, and held government accountable to the will of the people (Truman 

1971).  Critics of pluralism rose and the normative debate around whether the system of interest 

groups as it was understood was good or bad for the country dominated the academic space of 

interest group exploration for decades.  Interest group research fell out of favor in the late ‘60s 

and early ‘70s, but by the late ‘70s and into the ’80s a new theory about interest groups had come 

into vogue.  What Mancur Olson began in his 1965 book on collective action finally caught fire 

in the ‘70s and gave rise to deep study of problems of collective action in interest group 

dynamics (Olson 1968).  In their history of interest group literature Baumgartner and Leech 

observe that this approach to interest group exploration was narrower in scope but allowed for 

more quantitative analyses than did Truman’s pluralist normative theoretical era of political 

science (Baumgartner 1998).  Research into problems of collective action and free rider 

problems admit of better statistical analysis largely because they focus on the behavior of 

individuals, which is easier to test, compare, and of which to assemble large samples than at the 

political culture level on which lived Truman’s theories.  Interest group literature had rebounded 

forcefully from studying interest groups at the level of the nation to the level of the individual.  

Not until the late ‘90s and early ‘00s did research into interest group behavior with the interest 
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group as the actor lift off (Baumgartner 1998).  Because this niche in the field is somewhat new 

this research is pushing new ground. 

 This research seeks to understand what causes interest groups to cooperate with one 

another.  Why would a group focused on advancing the rights and interests of the blind form 

alliance with a group promoting the advancement of intellectually and developmentally disabled 

folks?  Surely this cooperation necessarily involves compromise by both parties, why would they 

accept the give and take?  Consensus building is challenging and time consuming, why spend the 

time?  Cooperation, then, is the focus of this research as dependent variable.  This chapter will 

lay out how that variable should be defined before diving into two theoretical causes, each of 

which explores multiple variations of theoretical framework. 

Defining Cooperation 

 Cooperation is the dependent variable of this investigation.  I will compare different 

forces in the extent to which they are predictive of interest groups choosing or not choosing to 

cooperate.  This raises a need for a definition of cooperation as the purported outcome of every 

potential cause about to be laid out.  Kevin Hula employed a survey instrument to test 

cooperative attitudes in interest group leaders in his 1999 book on interest groups Lobbying 

Together and asked questions about activities groups might engage in on their own or in concert 

with others.  Examples of items in Hula’s scale are “attempting to influence appointments to 

public office,” “testifying at congressional hearings,” “contributing work or personnel to 

electoral campaigns,” and “helping to draft regulations, rules, and guidelines” (Hula 1999).  

Many of the items in Hula’s instrument relate to lobbying.  The pattern of measuring and 

conceiving of cooperation through examination of lobbying holds true for other theorists as well 

(Holyoke 2009; 2011) because lobbying is something many groups are able to do and some 
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records are kept of lobbying activities.  These qualities both make lobbying an excellent point of 

focus and definition.  When I refer to cooperation throughout this piece, I am referring to 

cooperation in lobbying.  Lobbying could be defined in a broad sense in line with Hula’s items.  

When I refer to coalition work, I use the term interchangeably with cooperation.  Coalitions may 

stand for decades or they may be as transient as the lifetime of a single bill, but this research does 

not seek a distinction between cooperation and coalition work instead viewing them both as 

cooperative/non-competitive behavior.  Having disposed of definitions of our dependent variable 

we must move to exploration of the first possible determinant for a group’s likelihood to 

cooperate, the size of the group in question. 

Explanatory Factor 1: Group Size 

 Olson lays out the collective action problem into which he sees interest groups fall in his 

1965 book The Logic of Collective Action.  The book highlights pitfalls to which he sees large 

groups as particularly vulnerable.  Olson argues that members of large organizations are less 

likely to engage with their organization because their voices are less likely to impact the 

direction of the group.  Olson also outlines how large organizations can become disconnected 

from the views of their constituents as the streams of communication have farther to flow and are 

diluted or diverted along the way from constituent to elite leadership.  In summary, Olson sees 

large groups as lethargic, disconnected, and made ineffective by collective action problems at 

their worst (Olson 1968).  Each of these qualities would leave a large group unable to engage in 

nearly as much positive cooperation with other groups as their smaller more nimble counterparts. 

 An explicit contemporary critic of Olson, Trumbull argues against size as a good 

predictor of group behavior.  Trumbull argues that groups are unlikely to be truly inhibited by 

Olson’s free rider problem in their choice to act or join coalitions because he thinks Olson 
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misread member calculus regarding group membership.  Olson argues that members will fail to 

support a group if they could get its benefits without joining, but Trumbull argues that joining is 

far closer to the end than the means.  People join groups to feel a part of something far more than 

because they wish some particular perk offered by membership (Trumbull 2012).  Trumbull also 

argues that coalitions actually decrease collective action problems as collections of smaller 

groups are not as hampered by the psychological perceptions leading to free rider problems as 

are large individual groups, a sentiment with which Holyoke would agree (Holyoke 2009). 

 Holyoke in his 2011 book on interest group competition and cooperation suggests that 

size does play a role in determining group behavior, but the salient mechanism is not collective 

action problems but simple economy of strategy and resources.  Holyoke lays out a mathematical 

model designed to predict lobbyist decision making on behalf of their interest groups which 

ultimately views them as comparing the costs of various choices, the cost associated with 

persuading a legislator to agree with her policy position or the cost of persuading a fellow 

lobbyist to agree to that position and join a coalition around it.  The economic strategy inherent 

in this model leaves well-resourced groups in starkly different strategic position than under 

resourced ones, with resources being understood here primarily as money.  Well-resourced 

groups have little need to cooperate with other groups because they already possess the necessary 

resources to persuade legislators on their own while small groups need the resources of other 

groups in order to have a shadow of a chance.  Holyoke finds this leads large groups (and in this 

case by large I mean resource-rich) to be less inclined to form coalitions while small groups form 

them all the time out of necessity.  Much of Holyoke’s work focuses on how lobbyists balance 

their desire to adhere strictly to the preferred positions of their group membership or leadership 



 
 

9 
 

and their desire to persuade lawmakers, which sometimes means compromising with other 

lobbyists in the creation of a coalition position (Holyoke 2009; 2011). 

 It should be noted that the above authors define size in subtly different ways.  Olson and 

Trumbull define size as relating to membership while Holyoke views access to resources as the 

salient distinction.  The two are likely related, but they may not go precisely in lockstep and any 

measure of size would do well to measure both independently.  I hypothesize that size will be 

predictive of cooperative behavior, specifically that interest groups with greater resources and 

more members will be slower to seek coalition while smaller groups will pursue it avidly.  While 

Olson may be correct that membership may matter, I suspect the process will be mediated more 

by resource effects than by collective action phenomena. 

Explanatory Factor 2: Constituency Factors 

 An oft cited pillar of modern interest group literature on par with Olson or Baumgartner, 

Walker’s book Mobilizing Interest Groups in America explores likelihood to cooperate based on 

whether the group is open to everyone or only a select few.  The examples he gives are the 

AMA, an organization of doctors who require certification to be members, vs. the Sierra Club (a 

favorite example of interest group researchers) which is open to all.  Walker suggests that groups 

whose membership is open to all are more likely to take their issue directly to the public while 

groups whose membership is conditioned are more likely to avoid combative strategies in favor 

of collaborative ones.  In other words, ADAPT has long been famous for taking their case to the 

public in the form of protest as a strategy to produce desired legislative outcomes while some of 

the groups I interviewed (more narrowly defined) emphasized consensus building with other 

groups as more important than going off on one’s own.  Whether the phenomenon of conditioned 

or open membership groups applies to groups like the National Federation for the Blind, a group 
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that calls to a specific constituency (many of whom require certification by certified members of 

the AMA), vs. the American Association of People with Disabilities, which calls to a much 

broader constituency, remains to be seen.  This would be a profitable area for research (Walker 

1991).  If his work does indeed apply, groups with broader membership may feel a greater claim 

to the entirety of the public constituency and therefore feel more able to push their positions on 

their own.  Groups representing narrow constituencies may feel a keen awareness of their own 

narrowness and seek out alternative perspectives to enhance their own conception and their case 

to lawmakers.  If this theory holds, then broadly defined groups would be expected to exhibit less 

cooperation than those with specific memberships. 

 Walker also suggests that groups which explicitly set out to represent disadvantaged 

Americans are formed in such a way as to shape their behavior later in their lives.  Walker 

actually uses interest groups around what he refers to as the handicapped as his example; many 

groups representing the politically disadvantaged owe their inception to early government actors 

as much as private side interest publics (Fleischer 2011).  Walker finds that groups which owe 

their inception to public actors are more likely to cooperate with governmental bodies than to 

treat them entirely combatively, whether the same thing holds true for preferring cooperation 

over competition among interest groups remains to be seen. 

 While Phinney’s 2017 research explores situations in which diverse coalitions form 

(Phinney 2017), Holyoke argues that interest groups are most likely to cooperate with groups 

with constituencies and issue preferences similar to their own.  If there is one value in Holyoke’s 

decision-making model which is almost as important as resources it is comparative issue 

position.  Holyoke also goes out of his way to note that competition can occur on an issue even 

when two groups could seem to be aligned in some aspects of it (Holyoke 2011).  To adapt an 
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example from Competitive Interests, a bill allocating research funding toward treatment of the 

visually and auditorily impaired might appeal to both deaf and blind groups on the grounds that it 

focuses on disability and allocates funds toward research, but groups representing both 

constituencies might feel they were playing in a zero sum game for the funding and focus of the 

bill.  Holyoke proposes a unidimensional distribution of policy preference proximity, of which I 

am wary on the grounds that it seems to pose a significant challenge to researchers attempting to 

place groups the right distance from one another on complex issues like these.  A more 

appropriate way to represent distance and is to operationalize it as intergroup connectedness, a 

way of understanding how close groups feel to one another, without placement on a 

unidimensional spectrum. 

 Truman, in his seminal work, describes interest groups as defined by positions as they 

make claim on groups within society.  For him, a group’s position has no life without making 

claim on some constituency.  He also notes that groups form from attitudes shared among 

members of a group within society.  He argues that groups understand their constituencies and 

positions as inextricably intertwined.  When groups are considering their positions, they are 

going through a process of defining their constituency.  This is a vital aspect of group behavior to 

understand, that to speak about a group’s ‘positions’ in the aggregate is to speak about the 

group’s conception of its own constituency (Truman 1971).  Fortunately, accepting Truman’s 

understanding of position and constituency as inextricably linked allows us to reframe Holyoke’s 

equation to consider distance among groups as a predictor of cooperation, an association 

psychology is well able to handle. 

 Intergroup Sentiment: The position that Truman and Holyoke can be said to espouse is an 

intuitive one, that groups are more likely to cooperate if they view themselves as close or 
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associated.  I use the vague term “associated” because psychologists suggest cooperation could 

stem either from a process of ingroup outgroup interconnectedness or from the development of 

superordinate identity.  The former process was developed by Sparkman and Eidelman and refers 

to the taking of an outgroup into one’s self-conception (Sparkman, Eidelman, and Till 2019).  

The process derives from an interpersonal psychological concept of the inclusion of other in self 

(Aron, Aron, and Smollan, n.d.) which involves coming to view the fortunes of another as deeply 

tied to your own.  One never ceased to be aware that what is being taken in is an outgroup 

distinct from one’s ingroup, but there is an inclusion in how one thinks of oneself.  Ingroup 

outgroup interconnectedness involves empathy for others and promotes cooperation (Sparkman 

and Eidelman 2016; van Zomeren et al. 2011).  For example, if deaf folks became aware of the 

discrimination faced by visually impaired individuals ingroup outgroup interconnectedness could 

emerge.  If it did the individuals in question would view threats to vision impaired folks’ ability 

to access restaurants as a threat to themselves as well.  There is still an awareness of ingroup and 

outgroup, but they are connected. 

 The latter process, on the other hand, of superordinate identification does not retain hard 

boundaries between ingroup and outgroup but dissolves them.  An alternative, though similar, 

model for how positive intergroup relations can form refers to individuals recategorizing 

outgroup members as part of a shared greater ingroup.  Gaertner and Davidio, the foremost 

theorists in the field of superordinate identification, developed this theory into the Common 

Ingroup Identity Model (Gaertner and Dovidio 2005).  This model lays out a process by which 

individuals may come to identify ‘us’ and ‘them’ as ‘we’ entirely and without maintaining rigid 

boundaries between the two (Dovidio and Gaertner 1999).  Empirical research has demonstrated 
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that the adoption of superordinate identities is associated with greater cooperative and collective 

action (McFarland, Webb, and Brown 2012). 

 These two models of intergroup interconnectedness, while subtly different, are similar in 

many ways.  They both involve a re-conception toward a shared ‘we’ among ingroup and 

outgroup even if one model involves more strict dissolution of boundaries and one less.  Testing 

for the presence of these two phenomena will stand in for Hokyoke’s ‘distance’ between groups 

as a potential predictor for a group’s likelihood to cooperate in a particular circumstance.  In 

other words, the greater extent to which a group feels itself to be interconnected with another 

group or the greater extent to which it feels a superordinate identity is salient the more likely I 

predict it will be to cooperate. 

Hypotheses 

 To summarize my hypotheses accumulated from the literature above, any study of 

disability centric interest groups will likely reveal a high degree of cooperation if any of the 

theories discussed above are correct.   

1. Within the sphere of disability interest groups smaller groups will demonstrate greater 

cooperation and cooperative attitude than larger ones.   

2. Interest groups with highly specific membership will likely show greater interest in 

cooperation and greater cooperative behavior than groups with broadly defined 

constituencies in line with Walker’s findings.  (See Chapter 3 for challenges encountered 

in testing this hypothesis) 

3. Groups close to one another as understood as exhibiting higher degrees of intergroup 

sentiment (interconnectedness or superordinate identification) will also exhibit higher 

degrees of cooperation and cooperative attitude with one another.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 

 

 

 

 

 This project was animated by a longstanding passion for the history of the disability 

rights movement, for the disability community today, and by a curiosity about interest group 

dynamics.  I want to understand how disability interest groups cooperate for the express purpose 

of understanding how that cooperation can be leveraged toward advancement of the rights of 

people with disabilities moving forward.  At the heart of this research as it has developed are 

questions about the impact of constituency, perception of constituency, and identity on group 

cooperation.  Though I draw on theory from several sources within the field, these factors are 

largely unexplored in interest group literature.  In this area this project forges ahead into fresh 

territory.   

My research design could most succinctly be summarized as comprised of six within 

domain interviews and one out of domain interview designed to capture groups of varied size 

and constituency.  In this chapter I will lay out the reasons I pursued a within domain design, the 

consequences of that pursuit, and a more detailed elucidation of my precise data collection 

methods. 

Within Domain Research 

My desire to pour my limited resources into exploring perception, constituency, and 

identity led me to a within domain research design focusing on disability interest groups.  This 

approach leaves important determiners of cooperation largely unexplored, but as this research is 
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first and foremost exploratory and seeking to uncover the impact of fresh psychological factors, 

the absence of these factors does not compromise the research.  An advantage of their absence is 

that they are held constant within this exploration and likely do not warp the observed outcomes 

significantly as they act at the domain level. 

This research design seeks to balance between models of single organization case study 

and sweeping comparison across the interest group universe.  Organizational case studies reveal 

valuable insights about decision making but do not allow for comparison among groups.  Studies 

which seek subjects from across the interest group universe require vast investments of time to 

develop representative samples and expand the number of potential factors shaping difference by 

orders of magnitude.  Comparing behavior within a single issue domain holds some factors 

which might shape IG decision making constant such as “crowdedness,” that is the number of 

groups seeking to lobby on the same issue.  My choice to pursue a within-domain approach was 

shaped by Hula’s 1999 book Lobbying Together in which he studies coalition dynamics in the 

fields of transportation, education, and civil rights (Hula 1999).  While Hula adopts what he 

terms a “multi-domain approach” his elucidation of the within-domain one brought clarity to my 

research design.  Hula has been followed by adherents of within-domain research designs 

(Holyoke 2009; Robbins 2010; Bombardini and Trebbi 2012; Godwin, Ainsworth, and Godwin 

2013) who likewise shaped my design. 

Out of Domain Contrast 

Of the seven interviews which make up this work’s data six are with groups with could 

reasonably be described as disability interest groups.  The inclusion of the seventh, the Fraternal 

Order of Police (FOP) is intended to provide two major benefits.  First, a slimmed down version 

of multi-domain contrast can be attempted on some of the issues I explore here.  Second, the out 
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of domain contrast provides context to ensure that the phenomena observed in the disability 

domain are not entirely aberrant. 

The FOP is (arguably) larger than any of the six disability groups I interviewed and 

operates on what interest group research might describe as the ‘other side’ from disability rights 

groups (Schlozman and Tierney 1983; Schlozman 1984).  Civil rights interested organizations 

tend to be smaller and less well-resourced than unions.  The FOP plays a role similar to a union 

as they see themselves as representing uniformed cops across the country and therefore make a 

good comparison from that side of the interest group universe. 

 In chapter 4, which focuses on the effects of group size, the FOP is taken as a more or 

less co-equal subject for investigation.  Analysis of how group size impacts the FOP’s decision-

making assists in contextualizing differences observed among disability groups.  This is a cost 

effective (cost viewed most saliently in terms of time) way of doing a little multi-domain 

checking of this research.  If differences in cooperative behavior appear larger between the FOP 

and all the disability subjects this difference will help place the magnitude of the differences 

observed among the disability subjects. 

 In chapters 5 the FOP plays less of a role.  This chapter focuses on constituency 

differences among disability groups and relies on comparisons of within domain factors like 

constituency proximity, intergroup sentiment, and constituency definitions.  These factors make 

sense to compare within the domain but the fashion in which they are explored here are not 

immediately applicable to the FOP, and in any case a true multi-domain model would be 

required to rigorously test these findings’ impact in other domains, research which is certainly 

warranted. 

 



 
 

17 
 

Domain Level Constants 

 Factors in the issue domain or environment of an interest group have been shown to 

shape interest group decision making.  Working within a single one holds these factors constant.  

For example, Heinz points out in his 1973 book The Hollow Core that despite great expenditures 

on the part of interest groups to attempt to influence the policy process through lobbying 

policymaking remains a highly unstable phenomenon characterized by a great deal of uncertainty 

on the part of interest groups and lobbyists.  In an arena where policy outcomes are particularly 

uncertain Heinz finds that groups work to reduce their uncertainty through active lobbying and 

lobbyists seek to reduce their uncertainty by cooperating with one another.  The potential for 

greater activity to reduce uncertainty is simply the mechanism of a tighter hand on the wheel to 

increase stability.  Coalitions may require compromise but they are more stable than a 

multiplicity of actors and promise higher odds of success than competitive lobbying.  Heinz’s 

finding, among others, is that groups choose to cooperate more readily when they are facing 

uncertainty than when the issues before them promise predictable outcomes (Heinz 1993).  

Uncertainty is a characteristic of policy domains and working within a single one removes this 

factor from consideration. 

 Phinney argues along the same lines that when uncertainty is high around a particular 

issue area interest groups are more likely to form what he calls ‘diverse coalitions’ which are the 

primary subject of his work (Phinney 2017).  Holyoke argues that groups are more likely to 

cooperate with other groups espousing interests (and whose constituencies exhibit interests) 

close to theirs along a unidimensional representation of policy positions (Holyoke 2011), but 

Phinney explores when groups actually form coalitions including a broad variety of perspectives 

and constituencies.  Part of the reason this is most likely surrounding an issue of high uncertainty 
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is that interest groups often play the role of providing lawmakers information and around issues 

which are uncertain or confusing multiplicity of information harms all parties more detrimentally 

than may be the case around an issue that is well understood without that information.  Phinney 

particularly notes interest groups’ ability to “provide information about constituents’ policy 

preferences, technical expertise about policy, and political information about the alignment of 

support and opposition for a policy across interested actors” (Phinney 2017).  Around issues of 

confusion groups are forced to band together either to reduce their own uncertainty or to reduce 

the uncertainty of key legislators, which indirectly brings about some of the former as well.  As 

this study is not longitudinal the amount of confusion by which the national legislative 

environment could be characterized will not change over the course of study and therefore will 

not cause observable differences in behavior. 

 Hula also found in his definitive overview of interest group cooperation that group 

density (referred to above as “crowdedness” of a domain) impacts likelihood of cooperation.  If 

there is a high volume of interests converging on an issue area groups in that pack are more 

likely to cooperate than groups in a sparsely populated issue area.  This is for a similar reason as 

Phinney’s finding that groups cooperate more when confusion around an issue is likely to be 

higher, that legislators are very limited.  Hula notes that legislators are bombarded with more 

information in a given day than anyone could entirely sift and unless their lives are made more 

manageable their responses are likely to be chaotic and unpredictable (Hula 1999).  In other 

words, if an issue area is densely packed we are likely to see groups cooperating at notably 

higher rates as they hit the ceiling of how many perspectives legislators can sift. 

 I take the time to explicate these constant factors for several reasons.  First, they shape 

cooperation and below I rudimentarily suggest the nature of these constants with regard to the 
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disability domain.  Second, they deepen the reader’s understanding of interest group dynamics, a 

useful perspective when examining the factors I explore here as they too rely on fundamental 

currents of caution, scarcity, and the importance of resources explored herein.  Finally, these 

constant factors are prime ground for further exploration.  Future designs with the resources to 

explore true multi-domain designs must take these factors into account alongside the ones 

explored deeply in Chapters 4 and 5. 

The Disability Domain 

 The domain of disability is a valuable one for study.  First, the domain is relatively new 

and therefore also represents new ground worth exploring.  Disability issues are seldom 

prominent in public consciousness or in political science research and on that ground research to 

raise their profile is valuable. 

 Because the domain is new compared with domains populated by, say, labor groups or 

business interests the disability domain likely contains issues characterized by what Phinney 

would characterize as high uncertainty for legislators.  Uncertainty is likely higher around these 

issues because structures designed to provide legislators information about how disability issues 

shape electoral behavior are not mature yet (Phinney 2017).  While this likely shapes cooperation 

within the disability domain as out of it the variable is held constant by the current within 

domain model and so will not be explored as a differentiable causal factor. 

 The disability domain does not appear overcrowded.  While crowding (used 

interchangeably with density here) is not explored rigorously as it does not serve as an 

independent variable in this study, I drew on colloquial assessments of the issue domain in 

considering it for this study.  Anecdotally, there appears to be only one major group with public 

credibility to speak on behalf of the intellectually disabled in The Arc of the United States.  
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Likewise, the National Association of the Deaf outpaces any other group in speaking for deaf 

interests.  While not every disability has a group like NAD or the Arc which speaks more 

credibly than any competitor on issues relating to it, these examples highlight the reality that the 

disability field is likely not overcrowded.  Phinney’s and Hula’s findings might suggest this 

would decrease the likelihood for cooperation.  Like confusion at the domain level this variable 

is held constant across my research design and so is very unlikely to significantly shape my 

findings regarding the impacts of size and constituency on cooperative behavior. 

 In short, the disability domain is a valuable one for study and does not show signs of 

being so aberrant as to compromise the generalizability of the findings of this study.  Exploration 

of the impact of group size is entirely generalizable and insights regarding constituency 

illuminate similar paths down which researchers could profitably walk in explorations of other 

issue domains.  An example of a similar question regarding another domain which might draw 

on the work here regarding constituency is how predominant gender or race in particular lines of 

work shapes cooperation across them by labor interests.  Another is how lobbies representing the 

providers of raw materials, transporters of materials and goods, and manufacturers cooperate in 

domains containing issues regarding the production and sale of goods.  Despite the within 

domain design insights remain broadly generalizable while leaving a number of constant factors 

for future exploration. 

Interviews 

 Interviews are a tried and true method for understanding interest group behavior and are 

widely utilized (Kollman 1998; Hula 1999; Holyoke 2009; Robbins 2010; Holyoke 2011).  

Interest group research is complex and almost always conducted at the elite level and therefore 

both vulnerable to and enriched by the cogent reflections of subjects on matters of importance.  
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Interviews allow subjects to present alternative explanations if a line of questioning feels to them 

to be going in the wrong direction and it allows them to expand upon their own points, straying 

into valuable territory more easily than subjects often can in surveys.   

Interviews, however, are vulnerable to bias on the part of the interviewer in a number of 

ways.  An oft raised fashion in which the interviewer can influence the interviewee is their 

appearance.  Interviewer race, gender, class as inscribed in clothing, can all have an effect on the 

interviewee’s willingness to respond honestly.  Because interviews were conducted over the 

phone in this case these factors (with the exception of gender as it is perceptible in pitch of 

voice) could not have impacted interviewees.  While the absence of the visual in interviews 

precludes interference of this sort, it also precluded me from making observations about stance, 

position, and other aspects of body language responses which come along with questions.  Most 

importantly, interpretation by the interviewer plays a large role in the transmission of data from 

the mouths of subjects to the page here.  This is less true of surveys or other designs more 

quantitatively structured than that of the interview.  Such interpretation risks investiture of bias, 

but also allows opportunities for inclusion of data not explicitly allowed for in the original 

research design.  For example, the opportunity to ask the impromptu follow up question “does 

disability identity exist in Washington?” elicited important and insightful data which may not 

have been so readily available in a more quantitatively structured design (see p. PAGE for the 

answer to this follow up).   

Survey designs can approach confirmation of a hypothesis more closely than my 

interview design does.  Survey designs can allow a researcher to walk away with more certainty 

that their findings, likely quite specific, are accurate (though whether or not the right questions 

were asked is a concern dogging both styles).  However, in an exploratory context like this one 
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interviews have great value.  Ultimately, while surveys provide a broader subject base and more 

easily comparable data, concerns about response rates in the compressed timeframe of this 

research made the method inviable. 

 Surveys were not the only way in which the timeframe or timing of this research 

impacted the nature of the end result.  Data collection was conducted during March and April of 

2020, falling around the advent of the global COVID-19 pandemic.  The pandemic made 

reaching potential subjects more challenging, in part because the disability community faced 

discrimination as it bore a disproportionate burden during this time (Kukla 2020; Cokley 2020) 

and in part because disability interest groups rose up to push back against that discrimination and 

taxed their own staff more deeply during this time (“Feds Urged To Prevent COVID-19 

Disability Discrimination” 2020).  The pandemic placed pressure on every aspect of the creation 

of this research from data collection to research to writing.  Direct affects on disability interest 

groups combined with indirect affects on my research abilities during this time meant that I was 

not able to reach or conduct an interview with any disability interest group which defined its 

constituency as all people with disabilities (such as the American Association of People with 

Disabilities or the National Council on Independent Living).  Because such an interview is not 

part of my data I am not able to explore the effect of broadness of constituency on cooperative 

behavior as outlined in Chapter 2.  This is undoubtedly a valuable avenue for further research 

going forward. 

 Seven interviews were conducted, six within domain and the last as an out of domain 

contrast.  Each subject was contacted using information obtained from a) their IG’s website, b) a 

contact of the author, or c) a reference from a previous subject.  This process contributed to the 

creation of a convenience sample rather than a representative one.  A project of this type with 
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more time and funding or of broader scope could randomly select groups from the membership 

of the Consortium of Citizens with Disabilities (“CONSORTIUM FOR CITIZENS WITH 

DISABILITIES” n.d.).  Previous interest group research has randomly selected from 

congressional testimony (Hula 1999) but early attempts at this method proved fruitless in part 

due to the tendency of disability interest groups to cooperate in the production of testimony.  

Those well versed in the political activities of the disability community may see key players 

among my subjects, though there are many such players I was not able to reach.  Ultimately, this 

sample falls prey to the well documented challenges of convenience sampling, but as this 

research is largely exploratory these challenges do not eliminate the interest of its findings. 

The titles of my contacts within the interest groups which represent my subject base are 

senior director of public policy, executive director, director of government relations, liaison 

committee chairpersons (effectively heads of governmental relations), senior legislative liaison, 

chief executive officer, and executive director of advocacy and policy.  I reproduce this list to 

highlight that subjects held high position within their organization and their perspectives on the 

decision-making process of their organization are likely representative of that organization’s true 

process.  I do not connect any of these titles to the subject who holds them, nor will I note any 

subject by name in this study.  All subjects are represented by pseudonyms throughout the piece, 

not by request of the subjects but simply as a matter of form. 

Interview Structure 

Each subject was provided with a set of questions quite similar but containing one to 

three questions unique to their organization in advance of the interview.  Each interview was 

conducted over the phone (apart from that with NAD) and lasted approximately 30 minutes with 

the shortest being 25 minutes and the longest being 41 minutes and loosely followed the 
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questions provided to subjects (with two exceptions in the NAD and ASAN, see below).  

Subjects were provided opportunities to extemporize, expand on points, and return to points they 

wished to clarify or deepen.  Audio recordings were made of each interview with consent of the 

subjects.  No recording was made of the interview with BIAA by request of the subject.  Detailed 

notes were taken of each interview. 

 Each interview began with general questions designed to aid in taxonomizing the group 

being interviewed (see Appendix A for a reproduction of the questions asked of each group).  

Most groups did not have this budgetary information available on hand and I later sought it out 

in the website Propublica’s database of nonprofit tax filings (ProPublica n.d.).  The second 

section labeled “General Advocacy” deals with defining an organization’s lobbying efforts and 

how decisions are made in the lobbying zone.  Different groups responded differently to use of 

the word ‘lobbying.’  Some were mildly aghast and averred that as a 501(c)(3) organization they 

could not participate in lobbying, only in advocacy.  Some groups acknowledged that some of 

what they did could reasonably be called lobbying.  Some groups did not seem to place 

importance on the distinction.  Groups which balked at use of the word suggested that their 

advocacy was more educational than persuasive, but other groups noted their educational efforts 

as prime pieces of their efforts to move forward favored pieces of legislation.  Ultimately I 

transitioned to a model of using the word advocacy primarily or exclusively until my interviewee 

used the word lobbying at which point I could feel free to use it or advocacy as seemed 

appropriate. 

 The third section in Appendix A, labeled “Advocacy in Relation to Others,” is designed 

to explore an organization’s propensity to cooperate as well as with whom and when they are 

more and less likely to cooperate.  I sought to measure with whom an organization would be 
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likely to cooperate by presenting a list of potential allies and seeking assessments of how often a 

subject would suspect their interest and the interest of the dummy organization aligned.  The 

groups on the list represent a variety of types of disability, identities of constituent, and 

proximity to the domain with the AFL-CIO and the AFT thrown in as tangential actors in the 

domain and to obscure the intent of the list from subjects. 

 Finally, each subject was asked if they had anything they wanted to add or return to and 

whether any names sprang to mind of other individuals I should speak to.  Valuable interviews 

were gained this way which would not have been possible otherwise.  In at least one case a group 

I reached out to on my own behalf failed to respond, but responded to a connection made by a 

prior interviewee.  To the extent that it does not compromise the sample or research design (as 

they did not here) snowball interviews are effective and valuable. 

Accommodations in Interviewing 

Conducting interviews in the context of disability interest groups presents some unique 

challenges and opportunities.  Interviews were conducted over the phone, a medium which might 

be less accessible to deaf advocates than to hearing ones.  Such accessibility concerns played a 

part in my outreach process.   

I offered the NAD several options for how our interview could be conducted, bearing in 

mind that telephone might not be the most accessible format.  I offered a video call in case my 

contact was a strong lip reader or a simultaneous text chat interview.  A signing interpreter may 

be employed at NAD, but if no one was readily available I would have found someone around 

my institution who could play this role.  However, I was also aware that NAD had more 

experience interviewing and being interviewed in a context which included deaf folks than did I.  

This meant that I did not need to bring the perfect solution and I was called upon to be receptive 
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to the accessibility needs my contact expressed and the accommodations they put forward.  In the 

end our interview took place over email with NAD responding to my written questions in several 

email messages. 

I was referred to my contact at ASAN by a previous subject who noted that her reference 

had autism and so would certainly need access to questions ahead of our interview.  As with all 

interviews I provided them ahead of time, but also took special care to largely stick to those 

questions in the interview.  This did not mean failing to ask any follow-ups, but it meant 

extemporization on my part was limited.  Approximately two thirds of the way through our 

interview in response to an extemporized question I received the response that “I don’t have 

anything scripted for this so I’m kind of drawing a blank.”  The way that worked best for him to 

prepare for our interview was to work out, with some degree of detail, what she was planning to 

say in response to each of my questions.  Mindfulness of accommodation for disability should be 

a part of any research methodology and it was a part I paid deliberate time to in this case and 

gained from as my subjects were able to provide excellent responses in fashions that worked well 

for them. 
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Chapter 4 – Group Size 

 

 

 

 

 This chapter focuses on the impact of an interest group’s size on its likelihood to 

cooperate with other interest groups.  Choices about cooperation, allocation of resources, and 

every aspect of a group’s strategy are motivated by a sincere and passionate desire to make 

things better for that group’s constituency.  The groups I spoke to were determined and 

incandescent pursuers of change for the better, and because my research focuses on lobbying this 

mean passionate pursuit of particular legislative outcomes.   

To assist, then, in our exploration of groups’ strategies and motivations in pursuing 

legislative outcomes cooperatively or competitively I am going to appoint you, dear reader, the 

next representative to the US House of Representatives from Minnesota’s fourth district (my 

home district, so don’t screw it up!).  A vote is approaching on a bill to phase out the 

subminimum wage for people with disabilities, likely meaning the closing of an industry of so-

called “sheltered workshops.”  As a normal human being you do not instinctively understand the 

nuances of every policy ever committed to the page in this great nation or the implications 

thereof.  You seek out the Congressional Research service to help you understand the nature of 

the bill and its impacts, but they are so overburdened that it becomes swiftly clear that they won’t 

be able to provide the answers you need.  You lament the decay of this vital institution and 

perhaps also the steps it will necessitate next (“Government Has Gutted Its Independent 

Research” n.d.).  Sadly, polls are silent on what your disabled constituents and their families 
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want as disability is not a demographic pollsters have gotten wise to and issues affecting the 

community struggle to make headlines.  You turn to the best source of information available to 

you, the interest group universe.  You turn to the roiling seething pot of passionate advocates and 

tangential hangers-on to clear the fog of legislative impact for you.  You turn to them to tell you 

what to do, imagine the weighty nature of the feedback you will receive in this information poor 

environment. 

Your staff takes meetings with Autism Speaks, the Autism Self-Advocacy Network, the 

National Council on Independent Living, and other groups and come back with a chaotic variety 

of recommendations.  Or perhaps, in another world, your staff takes one meeting with 

representatives of a coalition of interest groups which has one clear recommendation for how to 

proceed with regard to this bill.  Likely theirs is not the only voice you will hear, the industry 

which creates and maintains the workshops will likely want their voice heard as well and are 

unlikely to join the coalition in any world, but this world may look less confusing than its 

alternative.  Perhaps you are aware of one group acting in this zone, perhaps they have crossed 

your radar before with some crucial information at a critical moment.  Perhaps one of your staff 

has encountered Autism Speaks at a conference or in previous conversations.  This, too, may 

shape how easy or difficult your day is going to be.  Good luck. 

I lay out this extended explication scenario in my first empirical chapter because 

consideration of the complicated and difficult position in which legislators find themselves today 

is vital to the understanding of what comes next.  This chapter will explore how group size 

should most usefully be define, explore Olson’s proposed detriment of greater size, and 

Holyoke’s proposed advantages of greater size and access to resources.  As you will see there is 
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more evidence for the influence of the latter than the former, but the picture is nuanced and 

worth diving into deeply.  

Defining Size 

 The two most common ways to measure the size of a group are in resources or in 

membership.  A definition of size dependent solely on access to monetary resources and staff 

may make sense in discussion of incentives and competition like those in Holyoke’s work, but do 

not grasp properly what Olsen would define as group size.  A definition centered on membership 

and organizational chapters is more useful in tackling Olsen’s question of collective action but 

could not speak to competitive incentive without the introduction of monetary measures. 

 Table 1 shows each of my seven subjects along with their total annual expenses (pulled 

from each organization’s form 990 tax filings from 2018) and their membership.  Most of my 

subjects do not have organized memberships, only the two most well-resourced groups, NFB and 

the FOP shared a recorded membership number with me as did the smallest organization on the 

list, CLD.  Minute differences in annual expenses likely do not signify meaningful differences in 

group size, but this table reveals orders of magnitude and suggests most of my subjects are too 

small to have large organized memberships, for better and for worse. 

 More broadly, the groups I spoke to, with the exception of the FOP, communicated that 

their decision-making process took place largely separate from their membership.  CLD is an 

exception and draws some of its priorities from an annual conference, but while the NFB has an 

organized membership most of their decisions take place at the elite level.  The same is true of 

ASAN.  While the organization has no organized membership they have what Reynie referred to 

as many individuals who “claim to be members” around the country and yet their decision-

making likewise takes place at the elite level. 
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 The question must be asked in this context, how many groups exist which could walk into 

a legislator’s office and say “we have X members in your state and they will all vote against you 

in the next cycle unless you go along with us on this issue”?  The FOP explicitly claims they can 

do this effectively, a claim many unions could likely make.  The NRA and the AARP make this 

claim, but outside of this vanishingly small number of titans can even large interest groups truly 

use this weapon?  Could even the Sierra Club, so beloved of interest group researchers?  Based 

on my interviews I suspect not.  The lack of this weapon in the arsenal of the majority of interest 

groups weakens the importance of membership in consideration of behavior even further.  In the 

following section I will explore evidence for Olson’s claims of the detriments associated with 

status as a large interest group, but based on responses from my subjects this would not seem to 

be the most influential factor I asked about in our interviews. 

Table 1: Subject Expenses, Manpower, and Membership 

Organization 2018 Total 

Expenses 

Members Total Number of 

Employees 

Total Number of 

Volunteers 

Arc of the United 

States (The Arc) 

$9,406,136 No individual 

membership 

59 68 

Autistic Self 

Advocacy Network 

(ASAN) 

$789,140 No individual 

membership, 

member 

organizations 

10 55 

Brain Injury 

Association of 

America (BIAA) 

$2,363,732 No individual 

membership, 

state affiliates 

15 150 

Council for Learning 

Disabilities (CLD) 

$95,710 ~400 members 

in 6 state 

chapters 

Not included, 

but only $15,500 

spent on salaries 

 

Fraternal Order of 

Police (FOP) 

$6,569,913 ~350,000 

members of 45 

state lodges 

43 0 

National Association 

of the Deaf (NAD) 

$3,138,431 No discernable 

membership 

27 25 

National Federation 

of the Blind (NFB) 

$19,657,585 ~50,000 88 25,000 
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 By membership-centric definitions, it must be noted, the FOP is dramatically larger than 

any other organization on this list with seven times the membership of the next closest 

membership number.  The grand lodge of the FOP, the organization based out of Washington 

DC with which I spoke, is also at the head of a network of 45 thriving lodges.  Financially 

speaking this network of lodges should place the FOP at the most well-resourced organization on 

this list as well.  FOP state lodges or lodges in big cities run budgets from half a million dollars a 

year to over seven million (in the case of Chicago) so if my intention in bringing in an out-

domain contrast in terms of size that mission is accomplished.  Despite this greater size my 

interview with the FOP highlighted their largely similar elite-driven decision-making process 

and, as can be observed below, striking similarities in how size impacts their thinking regarding 

the costs of cooperation. 

 Membership centric definitions of size would seem to relate as well to organizational 

breadth, depth, and complexity.  Other than the FOP structured membership is not a central 

feature of most of the organizations I spoke with.  Membership is important to CLD, small as it 

is, because a significant part of their work is related to awards given to members.  Additionally, 

much of CLD’s policy direction for a given year comes from their annual conference, but their 

organization is not nearly so complex as that of the FOP. 

 For the most part when my subjects spoke of group size they meant access to resources.  

Constance of BIAA noted of disability groups that “there’s limited money involved so you’re 

going along with the bigger groups in your space and having doors opened for you.”  Access to 

money tracks closely with access to staff and volunteer manpower among my subjects as 

highlighted in Table 1.  This makes sense, salaries are without rival the greatest annual 

expenditure for these seven groups, but it goes further than that.  Money means more ability to 
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distribute educational materials, a key tactic for many of these groups.  The relationship is even 

cyclical in that many of these organizations are funded in part (some in large part) by grants and 

grants take time and energy to seek out and secure.  More money means more staff which means 

more grant application throughput.  Olson discusses members’ depressed likelihood to join a 

group if they perceive it as being large and my subjects’ responses suggest that money looms 

large in perceptions of an organization’s size. 

Problem of Collective Action 

 Olsen and his intellectual descendants would expect that the larger a group is the more 

unwieldy and less nimble and therefore less likely it is to a) cooperate and b) get things done.  

Evidence for any problem of collective action interfering with my subjects was mixed. 

 ASAN explicitly discussed their decision-making process.  “Usually when we’re not 

working with other groups it’s either because we can move faster on our own, which happens 

sometimes, sometimes coalitions can be really burdensome, or we’re working on our own 

because no one else agrees with us.”  Several groups mentioned the similar notion that they 

could easily envision issues in which they had a large stake but in which other groups had a less 

significant interest.  In those circumstances most subjects could easily see themselves working 

alone, but the concern about slowness was not frequently expressed, and was not even prominent 

in ASAN’s interview.  CLD, ASAN, BIAA, and the Arc all referenced permanent coalitions of 

which they were a part.  Reynie of ASAN even responded, when I asked how they evaluate 

whether cooperation is called for, “I think for me that’s like ‘how do you walk?’”  He went on to 

elucidate that cooperation was, for him and ASAN, such a vital part of enacting a lobbying 

strategy that it was an instinctive part of every effort.  The instinctive nimbleness implied in this 

response meshes well with Olsen’s conjecture about small organizations having a greater ability 
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to navigate opportunities like the cooperative ones I discussed with ASAN.  I mention these 

cases only to show some examples of small groups exercising nimble decision-making 

processes. 

Table 2: Perceived Importance of Cooperation 

Organization “How important is it to cooperate with others on lobbying 

efforts?” 

Arc of the United States (The 

Arc) 

Oh, it’s imperative.  I mean, the Arc we have a lot of really 

strong [inaudible] work, we have a strong board, we have a 

strong staff, but without coalition work we would not be 

nearly as effective. 

Autistic Self Advocacy 

Network (ASAN) 

I think it’s extremely important, especially for disability 

groups because so many of us are so under-resourced, 

especially those of us who are trying to do disability rights as 

opposed to service provision, that collaboration is often the 

only way to get things done. 

Brain Injury Association of 

America (BIAA) 

Oh very important.  [Coalition work is] one of the leading 

areas that we participate in.  We’re members of eight different 

coalitions and steering committee members for two. 

Council for Learning 

Disabilities (CLD) 

An organization our size, no matter how powerful we are, as 

an organization our size we are not going to have as much 

influence as when we’re combined with many organizations 

our size 

Fraternal Order of Police 

(FOP) 

There are a lot of good people with a lot of good groups here 

in DC, I don’t mean to disparage anybody, but none of them 

have the success of the FOP brand.  We’re often asked to sign 

group letters to give other groups greater profile. 

National Association of the 

Deaf (NAD) 

Such coalition work is essential to ensure a wide variety of 

perspectives is included in our filings and letters with the 

aforementioned bodies. Presenting an united front on 

disability issues often has more of a powerful impact than 

separate advocacy efforts. 

National Federation of the 

Blind (NFB) 

Frequently it’s better to work as a team.  It depends on the 

issue, and the national federation of the blind is the largest 

organization of blind people in the United States so when it 

comes to issues dealing solely with blindness we might work 

with others but a lot of times we work alone. 

 

 One might expect FOP to suffer from problems of collective action and torpor due to 

their size and the complexity of their organization.  Regarding the latter, Nicholas, my contact at 

the FOP painted a picture of a tightly delegated and segmented organization which is not 
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particularly vulnerable to bureaucratic slowdown of the sort Olsen might have imagined.  His 

portrait of local issues handled at the local level also cast doubt on Olsen’s vision of a large 

organization which naturally loses track of the needs of its members. 

Table 2 shows responses to a question each group was asked in almost exactly the same 

way and to which all gave responses.  This table highlights that all groups cooperate, interesting 

differences emerge when one explores their comparative enthusiasm for or the comparative 

perceived necessity of cooperation.  They would seem to track Olsen’s conception of the effect 

of group size well in that larger organizations are less enthusiastic in their certainty that 

cooperation is needed.  It remains to be seen if Olson’s behavioral theories are the most salient 

mediating factor producing this trend. 

The NFB made no comment that explicitly suggests lack of nimbleness compared with 

other groups.  A true refutation of Olsen in favor of Holyoke’s perspective on size and 

competition would be a lack of need expressed by an interest group while a lack of interest might 

characterize Olsen’s view.  Seeing no meaningful differentiation between the NFB and the FOP 

and taking into account the limited importance my subjects placed on membership in their 

decision-making there is little evidence that Olson is correct about how interest group strategy 

and activity functions.  His only ray of light may be that the smallest groups on this list do seem 

to show a great attraction to the concept of cooperation, but as we are about to see this may well 

have a different cause.  It is worth acknowledging that my data is sparse as far as opportunities to 

confirm or disconfirm Olson’s theories about how interest groups operate.  While I can say there 

is little evidence of the operation of Olson’s theorized behavioral patterns I cannot speak with 

authority to disconfirm their contribution. 
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Competition and Compromise 

 Holyoke presents an alternative mediator of the effect of group size on cooperative 

tendency in his theory of competition and resources.  Holyoke’s work contains elements of game 

theory (Holyoke 2009) and he proposes that groups calculate their optimal outcome with regard 

to the costs of cooperation.  When two groups with policy positions that differ any amount form 

a coalition they must find compromise ground between them, the theory runs.  This means each 

group gets less of what they want than if they could accomplish their aims on their own.  Is this 

theoretical calculus around cooperation borne out in the data?  Quite neatly, as one quote from 

ASAN best encapsulates when asked how they decide when to cooperate on an issue. 

 

“Do we all agree?  Are we all on the same page?  Do we want the same thing, or not?  If we do, 

what’s the most effective way to reinforce this, what are the trade-offs that we make in joining 

with other groups vs. doing our own thing?  Do those trade-offs work for us?  Do we have to 

change our priorities or something like that?  And if those things all sort of calculate out 

positively then that’s when we would start collaborating.” 

 

 Reynie reinforced that ASAN was unlikely to bend on its core principles in coalition 

building, but compromise is definitely a factor in their decisions to try going it alone or work 

collaboratively.  Constance of BIAA explicitly shared that “you’re going along with the bigger 

groups in your space” reinforcing the truth that appeared over and over again in these interviews 

that the challenging calculus Reynie has to make are much easier if you have the resources to 

accomplish your goals on your own. 
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 Reynie recalled a negotiation process relating to eliminating the so-called “subminimum 

wage” among ASAN and other autism centric organizations which viewed their constituencies as 

parents/providers rather than autistic folks which strained all parties’ ability to compromise.  The 

Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, which first ordained the minimum wage, includes a stipulation 

that individuals with disabilities can be paid less than minimum wage for their work.  An 

industry of “sheltered workshops” have blossomed to employ disabled folks at subminimum 

wage.  The work offered in sheltered workshops, while sometimes stimulating and artistic 

(“Center for Creative Works - Home” n.d.) is more often menial and bringing remuneration of 

around $2 per hour (Kim n.d.).   

ASAN and parent/provider organizations agree that the subminimum wage should be 

increased, likely putting most sheltered workshops out of business.  However, as Reynie pointed 

out, “that sheltered workshop is what they do during the day” so closing them tomorrow with a 

snap of the fingers would leave too many folks in the lurch.  The place where ASAN and the 

parent/provider orgs differ is in how long a transition period will be required out of the sheltered 

workshop subminimum wage paradigm into a living wage for decent work paradigm.  ASAN 

pushes for a three-year timeline at the longest, while parent/provider organizations tend to think 

it will take ten years, a timeline ASAN considers far too long.   

Reynie recounted the negotiation which led them to “a consensus bill, a bill built on 

many many compromises” which sets out a six year timeline.  Obviously not ideal for ASAN, 

but, as Reynie pointed out, “we do think that is our best chance at getting that bill passed-“ (read: 

we cannot get it passed on our own) “-and actually at some point getting people paid fair wages.”  

In this case ASAN compromised with the parent/provider organizations in their sector, which 

Reynie acknowledged are typically larger than ASAN.  For example, ASAN has approximately 
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2% of the annual expenditures of the parent-centric group Autism Speaks (ProPublica n.d.), and 

despite their frequent differences of opinion ASAN must sometimes make compromise with such 

groups in order to pool resources and take what they perceive as being the best path to achieve 

their ends. 

 Compromise does not always end with consensus either.  Constance of BIAA recounted a 

case in which a group working on brain injury related issues put forward a bill regarding solely 

pediatric brain injury when BIAA and other organizations wanted a broader bill.  The 

disagreement was so severe that BIAA left the negotiating table and formed their own group.  

This is an archetypal case distinguishing what Holyoke calls modes of ‘competition’ and 

‘cooperation.’  Constance shared that this instance is quite unusual, that groups do not often “go 

rogue.”  Groups in a network of permanent and temporary coalitions with one another thus check 

one another and, within the under-resourced disability rights domain, make competing with your 

allies a dismal prospect at best. 

 At the other end of the spectrum sits the FOP.  I asked them if there were any groups 

whose name, if they saw them on a public letter or a committee, would make them think “I bet 

we would agree with this, I bet we should on this” and they responded “No, other groups see our 

name on things and get on the FOP bandwagon.”  FOP is very aware that they’re a big fish and 

they aren’t shy about sharing how that impacts their behavior.  When pushed on who they 

cooperate with FOP protested that they were the primary force for law enforcement in the kinds 

of arenas in which they find themselves so they do not typically need to cooperate with others in 

order to achieve their goals.  FOP talked about cooperation much more as an opportunity to raise 

the profile of another group or assist another group than to gain assistance themselves in 

achieving a goal.  In a similar mold, though to a lesser degree, the NFB was less interested in 
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cooperation, viewed it as less necessary/vital, and has a higher individual profile on Capitol Hill 

than The Arc, ASAN, BIAA, CLD, or NAD.  Showing that sometimes large organizations can 

accomplish their goals on their own, NFB were asked directly to testify in a hearing on 

autonomous vehicles, an issue which certainly pertains to blind Americans as it does to 

American wheelchair users and other disabled folks.  It is typical for coalitions like the 

Consortium of Citizens with Disabilities (CCD) to testify on behalf of coalitions, but NFB was 

able to testify on their own.  It would be wrong to paint NFB as isolated within the IG universe, 

they are well connected with a variety of organizations as I will explore in chapter 6, but they 

operate differently than their smaller cousins. 

Conclusions 

 Assessment of the data shows little evidence for the presence of a collective action 

problem mediating the relationship between group size and cooperative tendency, but abundant 

and clear evidence to support Holyoke’s view of a competitive incentive structure mediating the 

relationship.  This phenomenon was present in most, if not every, interview and ran exactly in 

the direction my hypothesis predicted.  This study’s data support the supposition that small 

groups are more cooperative than large ones as they see themselves as being less able to 

accomplish their goals on their own and must band together to accomplish anything. 
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Chapter 5 – Proximity of Constituency 

 

 

 

 

 In 1917 the Susquehanna Coal Company was sued in the state of New York but claimed 

it could only be sued in the state of Pennsylvania, the state in which it was incorporated.  In 

reaching its decision the court did not take into such practical questions as “what burden does it 

place on plaintiffs, when wishing to hold a local business to account, if they have to sue in a state 

across the continent?”  The court did not take into account such logistical questions as “while 

this corporation refuses to be sued in the sate of its breach what is the behavior of the industry on 

this matter?  What norms exist and how would our ruling undermine or support them?”  When 

answering the question of whether Susquehanna could be sued in New York they asked the 

question “where is a corporation?”  Legal scholar Felix Cohen describes such questions as 

“transcendental nonsense” and characterizes it as a way judges can claim to be grasping a self-

evident and objective truth rather than admit to what Cohen argues they do all the time, making 

policy (Cohen 1935).  This chapter may seem to deal with matters just as ephemeral as it 

discusses theoretical proximity among constituencies within the disability domain.  I point out 

this pothole in reasoning, one some are all too happy to leap into, to give me the opportunity to 

frame the chapter against it.  While the question ‘where is a constituency,’ to adapt the New 

York Court of Appeals’ phrase, is vapid questions of conceptual and perceived proximity in 

constituencies is entirely grounded. 
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 Interest groups, when they are considering cooperation with a fellow group consider the 

aggregate position of that peer to assess how much they will have to compromise.  Holyoke, as 

well as some of my subjects as chronicled in the previous chapter, argues that when groups do 

this they seek to compromise as little as possible and remain as close to their preferred positions 

as they can (Holyoke 2011).  However, vital to the understanding of how groups conceptualize 

that closeness is the insight that when groups seek to assess the aggregate positions of a group 

(their own or those of a peer group) that assessment process is inextricably intertwined with the 

process of assessing the group’s constituency (Truman 1971).  The simplest way to say this is to 

say that when Group A is considering cooperating with Group B they consider first what do we 

stand for; and, in intertwined fashion, who do we represent?  They then consider second what 

does Group B stand for and (importantly) who do they represent?  It is the mechanisms operating 

on that last question that this chapter focuses. 

 This chapter will examine three possible mechanisms which show themselves in the ways 

leaders of interest groups in the disability domain ask and answer this last question.  The first 

mechanisms is the psychological mechanism in Chapter 2 of intergroup interconnectedness.  

This chapter will explore the mixed evidence for intergroup interconnectedness in the disability 

domain and the its presence and absence in decision making regarding coalition formation.  The 

second mechanism is perception of type of disability.  My interviews show evidence that 

perceptions of fault lines within the disability domain among different kinds of impairments 

shapes how leaders conceptualize proximity.  The third and final mechanism is perception of 

what I will call constituency identity.  My data show evidence that whether an organization is a 

self-advocacy organization, a parent or ally driven group, or a provider driven group makes a 

notable difference in ease of cooperation. 
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Intergroup Interconnectedness 

Inclusion of Others in Self 

The first kind of intergroup interconnectedness of which I will seek evidence is the 

inclusion of other in self.  This psychological process involves an observer maintaining a view of 

an outgroup as distinct from their own ingroups, but coming to view the fortunes of that 

outgroup as tied to their own (Sparkman, Eidelman, and Till 2019; Aron, Aron, and Smollan, 

n.d.).  Examples of the inclusion of others in self in the disability zone might be leaders within a 

group representing the needs of the intellectually and developmentally delayed coming to view 

the advancement of their goals as inextricably tied to the advancement of the goals of groups 

representing the blind. 

 The first place to search for evidence of inclusion of others in self is in groups’ perceived 

importance of cooperation.  If inclusion of others were taking place to a meaningful degree or 

driving decision making then an important reason cooperation would be necessary would be that 

‘we can’t succeed unless they succeed’ or ‘when they succeed we succeed’ or other concern for 

the success of another group as it must naturally be tied to your own.  Table 2 lays out groups’ 

initial responses regarding the importance of cooperation.  Subjects referenced the importance of 

coalitions to “get things done” and to bolster their effectiveness to viable levels, but none 

mentioned a conception of entangled outcomes.  ASAN’s response refers to shared challenges 

among disability groups, but that which is shared in the conception of this response is a front end 

similarity rather than a back end entanglement.  Groups are coming from similar places, not 

living and dying by one another’s outcomes. 

 It should be noted that the question which gave rise to Table 2 did not place the lens of 

focus on the importance of cooperation to the group I was interviewing, it asked about the 
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importance of cooperation in the broadest and simplest possible terms “How important is it to 

cooperate with others on lobbying efforts” and why.  If the question had been worded “how 

important is it to cooperate with others when you’re trying to get something passed?” that focus 

might have steered subjects away from indication of shared fortune as part of the importance of 

cooperation, but no such steering or focusing was present in this question making the absence of 

inclusion of other more stark. 

 A distinct example of what we might call ‘exclusion of other from self’ appeared in my 

interview with George, a representative of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB).  When 

speaking about the importance of cooperation George noted that “some things are highly 

specialized” and went on to discuss website accessibility and brail as examples of issues on 

which the NFB would expect little cooperation from other groups as they likely would “likely 

just be the ones interested in it.”  The quote “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere” 

doesn’t seem to be the driving force behind these words. 

Superordinate Identity 

 On the other hand, the second psychological mechanism of intergroup interconnectedness 

was more active in subjects’ responses.  The development of superordinate identities differs from 

the inclusion of other in self in its blurring of the lines between ingroup and outgroup as focus 

shifts to a greater ingroup which includes both.  In inclusion of other in self the outgroup is still 

viewed as an outgroup, albeit one with whom the ingroup’s fortunes are entangled, but an 

outgroup nevertheless.  In the development of superordinate identity the outgroup becomes part 

of an ingroup to which the members of both groups belong (Dovidio and Gaertner 1999; 

Gaertner and Dovidio 2005).  The development of an identity of this sort is associated with 
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increases in cooperative behavior and collective action behavior (McFarland, Webb, and Brown 

2012) which makes it eminently germane to this research. 

 Within the disability domain among my subject groups superordinate identity would 

likely resemble something like “disability identity,” and subjects differed over the extent to 

which this identity meaningfully exists in Washington.  The following exchange comes from my 

conversation with Kate of The Arc of the United States, a group focused on promoting the 

interests of the intellectually and developmentally disabled. 

 

Q: Does disability identity exist among interest groups as a unifying factor? 

A: No, because some people are still stuck in the paternalistic view of disability and taking care 

of people rather than empowering people so that’s a huge issue.  Disability identity even can be 

complicated because there are people who say nothing about us without us people first and there 

are some people who say ‘no, I’m an autistic person’ ‘I’m a disabled person’ so things like that 

that can seem so simple can lead to division. 

 

 Kate talked about the varied and deep divides in the disability community and in this 

exchange she notes some of the more subtle of those divides after offering the conclusion that the 

disability community does not have a shared identity in their work to better the lives of their 

constituencies.  However, her view that superordinate identity does not play a major role in work 

in the disability domain was not shared by all subjects. 

 Reynie of ASAN framed the issue well in discussing the subminimum wage when he said 

“we get paid the subminimum wage because we have a disability, there’s no such thing as the 

Americans with Autism Act, there’s an Americans with Disabilities Act.”  He clarified that 
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“autism isn’t special” and that applying a civil rights frame across disability advocacy is of vital 

importance.  Reynie spoke about advancing a superordinate identity as an important priority of 

ASAN and his feeling that there are many issues impacting the entire community. 

 Subminimum wage appeared in other subjects’ interviews, often in temporal proximity to 

comments indicating superordinate identity.  Early in our conversation George of the NFB drew 

a distinction between ‘people with disabilities’ and ‘blind people.’  He said the NFB is an 

association of blind people and that they don’t feel the need to soften that description or shy 

away from it be saying ‘people with disabilities.’  However, after waxing eloquent on the 

injustice of the subminimum wage George stopped using the words “blind people” and started 

using the words “people with disabilities.” 

 

“It’s the extreme low expectations society has for people with disabilities that is the problem.  

Society in general thinks that people with disabilities just can’t perform to the same level as 

people without disabilities and therefore it’s unreasonable to assume that they deserve the 

minimum wage, we think this is outrageous…  …It’s these low expectations that are the essence 

of the problem why people with disabilities don’t do better in the job.” 

 

 George described a broad coalition of groups working together to end the subminimum 

wage across the disability spectrum.  ASAN noted this in their interview as did the Arc.  This 

issue was a bridging one among subjects, connecting groups that might not have been connected 

without it, and that connection comes because of a shared interest which is framed among them 

as impacting an identity superordinate to any of their individual identities.  George was quite 

clear that disability as a category is important and shapes, to some extent, how NFB approaches 
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things.  ASAN made clear that promoting a shared superordinate disability identity is part of 

their strategy for greater cooperation.  Despite Kate’s suggestion that disability identity does not 

operate within Washington there is clear evidence that it shapes groups’ perspectives. 

 Despite groups frequently demonstrated Holyokan disinterest in compromising their 

priorities, Constance of the Brain Injury Association of America (BIAA) even noted that 

sometimes issues affecting the superordinate identity take precedence over issues affecting only 

one group.  She noted of the 2017 fight to repeal the Affordable Care Act that “ACA under 

attack was a big movement within the disability community.  You put your own issues on the 

back burner and you’re working as a group to protect the overall arching piece of legislation.”  

Even Kate mentioned how important and binding this fight was for groups within the disability 

community.  She did not note this as an example of superordinate identity, but this was clearly 

important in Constance’s conception of the fight. 

 While it is possible to claim based on the evidence available in my interviews that 

superordinate identity plays some role in cooperation decision making and inclusion of other in 

self shows no evidence of doing so, these psychological phenomena were difficult to measure 

precisely in an interview context.  This challenge highlights the potential benefits of conducting 

a survey in addition to a set of interviews.  As discussed in Chapter 3, interviews bring rich 

insights, but clarity and precision about the presence of intergroup interconnectedness 

mechanisms could have brought more confidence to these conclusions and should certainly be 

included in future research of this type. 

Fissures and Diagnoses: Type of Disability 

 Taxonomizing disability is challenging to say the least, disability as a category is as 

varied as the people who fall into it.  However, subjects mentioned type of disability in 
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interviews and I considered its effects fairly explicitly so the attempt must be made.  A fairly 

conventional deconstruction of disability would yield five general categories, physical, sensory, 

learning disabilities, intellectual and developmental, and mental health related (Kim n.d.).  

Proximity among types could be conceived of in two ways.  First, it could be that groups are 

more likely to cooperate with other groups within their type of disability.  Evidence bears this 

out.  Interviews with the NFB and BIAA as well as communications with the NAD explicitly 

referenced partnerships with groups working on similar issues.  The way these references were 

framed reinforces Truman’s argument regarding how groups define their aggregate positions.  

NFB, BIAA, and NAD spoke about groups representing similar constituencies as though they 

were quite likely to have the same goals.  While BIAA explored one moment in which this was 

not the case the presumption began that goals would be the same, reinforcing the intertwined 

nature of conception of constituency and policy. 

 Each subject was asked “I’m going to throw out the names of some other groups and I’m 

curious to hear how often you feel like your interests have been closely in line with one another, 

generally in line with one another, or not in line with one another.”  Subjects’ responses ended 

up reflecting more about which groups they could see themselves cooperating with than an 

assessment of overlap in policy, but perhaps what they gave me was simply a more evolved form 

of what I asked for.  NFB was the only group to note NAD as an ally in this question, reinforcing 

the idea that even outside of a specific diagnosis proximity within a type of disability brings 

increased likelihood of cooperation.  
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 While the relationship is not as singular and so not as pronounced, it is worth noting that 

ASAN and the Arc have a strong working relationship and would both be considered as 

belonging to the intellectual/developmental category of disability.  The Arc has prioritized 

forging strong relationships across the board, so this may be less remarkable, but there is 

certainly no disconfirming evidence here regarding the validity of the conception of five types 

put forward above. 

 In any conception of differences among types of disabilities mental health related 

disabilities seem to be a commonly perceived category and one that experiences unique and 

negative phenomena.  In the Consortium of Citizens with Disabilities (CCD), the largest 

disability coalition in Washington DC, only four of the coalition’s 104 member organizations are 

related to mental health and none of them are self-advocacy organizations.  Mental health is the 

only of the five common types outlined above not to be represented by a single self-advocacy 

style organization in CCD (“CONSORTIUM FOR CITIZENS WITH DISABILITIES” n.d.).  

Constance of BIAA noted that mental health issues are unusually difficult to organize around and 

Kate of the Arc suggested that this leads to them “feeling like they get nothing.”  In a conception 

of proximity within the disability community some evidence emerged in interviews that folks 

representing disabilities which fall into other type categories seem to view mental health related 

constituencies as somewhat distant from their own. 

 The primary purpose of this section of the chapter is to explore the possibilities of 

conceptions of location and proximity within the disability community and raise the question of 

cleavages along type of diagnosis.  Consideration of the challenges inherent in cross-disability 

organizing is important if such is ever to be successful and this chapter begins the work of 

mapping the landscape of the community in a productive way with this goal in mind. 
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Of and For: Identity of Constituency 

 Repeatedly and with the weight of importance subjects mentioned the challenging divide 

between groups in the style of self-advocacy, groups centered around parents or allies, and 

groups centered around providers.  A self-advocacy style group sees itself as advancing the 

interests of a particular constituency (such as autistic individuals) and places members of that 

constituency at the center of its work.  The representative I interviewed at ASAN had autism and 

mentioned it during our conversation.  Self-advocacy means what it says, it means constituency 

members are integral and central in advocacy.   

Many disability groups have roots in the activism of parents, and George of NFB 

mentioned that several members of Congress who support efforts to eliminate the subminimum 

wage have children with disabilities.  Parental activism has a long and often positive history in 

the disability universe, but sometimes it leads groups to adopt different perspectives than self-

advocacy groups.  Autism Speaks, the largest advocacy group related to autism with over fifty 

times ASAN’s annual budget, is an autism advocacy group with parents at its center and the 

group has drawn ire from autistic individuals for propagating narratives with which they were 

not comfortable (writer and Advocate n.d.).  In the words of autistic writer John Elder Robinson, 

“Autism Speaks still has a base of support among families of young children, but it has very little 

support from parents of older kids, or autistic adults” (Willingham n.d.).  While many parents’ 

groups are more enlightened than Autism Speaks, I mention the group in depth because it reveals 

some of the reasons gulfs can form between them and self-advocacy organizations.   

Finally, provider organizations are often medical in nature.  Not all are, and the Council 

on Learning Disabilities, one of the subjects of this research, fit the description of a provider 
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organization as their membership is composed of teachers who work with individuals with 

learning disabilities and they exist to serve rather than represent. 

George of NFB put it best in discussing the difference between membership/self-

advocacy organizations and groups whose mission is to serve a constituency of which they are 

not largely composed. 

 

“We’re the National Federation of the Blind, the most important word in our name is ‘of’ 

because we are blind people.  We make a huge distinction between ‘of’ and ‘for.’  Service 

providers are ‘for’ and people like us, we are blind people speaking for ourselves, are ‘of.’” 

 

 The distinction of being a group of people speaking for themselves rather than serving or 

speaking for someone else was very important to George and this was not the only time he raised 

it.  After this remark, however, George did note that every group he mentioned as an important 

ally in Washington, every one, was an ‘of.’  The two listed in Table 3 (groups I asked him and all 

subjects about) were the American Association OF People with Disabilities and the National 

Association OF the Deaf.  For NFB groups that aren’t ‘of’s aren’t anywhere close to where NFB 

wants and needs to be.  Other subjects did not take quite so strong a stance on the matter, but the 

challenges were evident throughout the corpus of the interviews. 

 The saga recounted in Chapter 4 of ASAN compromising with parents’ groups over how 

long it should take to phase out the subminimum wage is a prime example of the challenges 

incumbent upon coalitions composed of varied identities of constituency.  ASAN indicated 

trepidation regarding coalitions with parents’ groups as those groups often have different views.  

ASAN was conceptualizing the aggregate policy of autism related parents’ groups and their 
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constituency in intertwined fashion and suspected them to be some distance from where ASAN 

would like to be.  Despite the distance in constituency, however, ASAN compromised anyway 

because the resources offered by the larger parents’ organizations was too useful to be passed up 

if they wanted the bill to pass and the wage ever to be eliminated.  This case highlights the 

interaction between multiple cooperation shaping factors discussed in this research.  In that case, 

size won out over constituency proximity.  Perhaps that factor weighs more strongly or perhaps 

the disparity was greater in magnitude and so outweighed.  Testing comparative factors like this 

would be the province of valuable case studies which will follow this research but this study is 

not well set up to make definitive statements about the interaction between these two 

phenomena. 

Conclusions 

 While there is little evidence of inclusion of other in self motivating the activities of DC 

disability interest groups, there is evidence to suggest that superordinate identity shapes their 

perceptions and actions.  Explicit statements to this effect appeared in two out of six within 

domain interviews and implicit ones appeared in four.  Type of disability appeared frequently as 

an important cleavage that shaped how groups viewed coalition work.  Conceptualizing type of 

disability in such a way as to capture what subjects shared is challenging ongoing work, but 

some early steps can be made by recognizing the isolated nature of mental health advocacy and 

consideration of types of disability which help bring sense to some natural partnerships.  Finally, 

one of the most important insights uncovered in this research is the deeply challenging 

relationships among the disability community among self-advocacy, parent, and provider centric 

organizations.  These constituencies perceive one another as being distinct and (somewhat) 

distant and cooperation is taxed, to say the least.  Interactions between size and constituency 
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proximity provide interesting effects and merit further study.  Evidence throughout this chapter 

reinforces Trunan’s conception of the intertwined conception of constituency and position and 

shed valuable light on the relationship between constituency proximity and 

willingness/likelihood to cooperate. 
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion 

 

 

 

 

Conclusions 

 This work explores when and why Washington based interest groups choose to cooperate 

with one another.  It is motivated by the historical example of the disability rights movement and 

recent findings on the increasing importance of coalitions in lobbying (Hula 1999; Trumbull 

2012).   

Significant evidence was found to support the hypothesis that an interest group’s size 

influences its likelihood to cooperate.  Evidence for this impact appeared across most, if not all, 

interviews and subjects spoke quite explicitly about the need to pool resources or be drowned 

out.  It is clear that small groups are easier to recruit to a coalition, and they seem to feel the 

more groups they bring together in coalition the more representative they will seem to 

legislators.  Despite this large groups are by no means impossible to coopt.  Significant evidence 

was also found for the positive effect of intergroup sentiment, specifically the propagation of 

superordinate identity, as a method to increase cooperativeness.  These findings suggest that any 

interest group seeking to enact a particular legislative aim would be well served to deliberately 

and widely make salient a superordinate identity affecting a large number of possible groups in 

the issue domain.  This could be attempted while gathering support in the form of small groups 

forming the broad base of a coalition. 
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Subjects differed on the status of disability identity in Washington in the present moment.  

These data suggest that if progress is to be made and the “huge disability bill” Kate so rightly 

concludes we need, more individuals and groups in the disability domain must be nudged to 

identify with the superordinate identity of disability community.  This project is eminently 

possible, in part because, while real, rifts between representatives of different types of disability 

were more ready to cooperate with one another than I suspected they might be.  My subjects 

highlighted the power of disability community and show its possibility as a binding force. 

Kate noted as well the need for strong disability champions like Senator Harkin and 

Representative Tony Coello.  She saw a lack of such champions for individuals with disabilities 

in public life today, and I concur with her assessment.  Perhaps an intrepid reader of this study 

will someday fill that role.  While this research was geared to explore the challenges facing 

disability advocacy it also uncovered the massive potential for it.  If this piece has suggested 

some productive avenues for pursuit by advocates then it will have accomplished its mission and 

more. 

Avenues for Further Research 

 I was sadly unable to enact my plan to examine the influence of how broadly a group 

defined its constituency on its cooperative propensity, but this factor is ripe for future study.  Not 

only does the question of broadness of constituency help us understand the disability community, 

it has implications beyond it.  The domain of labor unions contain groups defined broadly as 

groups representing different professions have accreted over time, but it also contains groups of 

more narrow definition.  The cross cutting factor of size would likely fracture groups into four 

distinct types, each of which may be more and less amenable to cooperation.  For the disability 

community, understanding this factor is of vital importance as the sector includes powerful 
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generally defined groups and understanding the dynamics shaping their behavior would be n 

asset. 

 The disability domain is relatively new and this research breaks new ground in making it 

a central focus.  That said, the disability domain is ripe for inclusion in multi-domain 

explorations of interest group behavior.  Comparative designs allow for inferences and 

hypothesis testing of sorts that were not available here and will certainly enhance the study of 

disability advocacy.  Likewise, inclusion of the disability domain will doubtless enhance study of 

interest groups acting in other domains as the groups in this domain exhibit interesting variety 

and bring many fruitful opportunities for comparison. 

 Finally, appearing over and over in interviews was reference to the power of 

relationships.  More than one subject highlighted the importance of bonds forged in the fire of 

the 2017 fight to protect the Affordable Care Act, which have lasted in recent years.  Some went 

so far as to argue that relationships constructed into a network are the most salient features to 

explore when thinking about why groups cooperate and why they succeed and fail.  A feature of 

classical interest group literature is the concept of “iron Triangles,” the theory of tightly knit 

groups of administrators, lobbyists, and members of Congress who made policy among 

themselves in a small c conservative fashion around particular issues.  Iron triangles were 

considered difficult to break into and powerful in the authority they wielded.  Berry has argued 

for decades that these iron triangles are breaking down giving way to more complex issue 

networks, but his work on relationship networks shows the way (Berry 1999).  A multi domain 

design which could employ both a survey and interview instrument in its exploration of disability 

and other interest groups would be well served to explore explicitly the networks formed by 

interest groups and their impact on cooperation and policy. 
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APPENDIX A – Interview Survey Instrument 
 

 

Below is a compiled version of the interview instruments I used to conduct each 

interview.  The instrument was slightly different for each group and unique questions are noted 

with the group’s name to which it was asked preceding the bullet, for example the few questions 

asked only to the Autism Self-Advocacy Network are preceded by “[ASAN]”.  Any other 

comment on the instrument which did not appear in the instrument as it was used by me and as it 

was sent to subjects appear in italics. 

In the template used to prepare each set of questions the interest group I would interview 

was listed as GROUP, replaced with the name of the organization as I prepared questions to be 

sent to subjects.  Group names are left in this general form here for the sake of simplicity and of 

capturing the general instrument used. 

Impromptu follow up questions are not listed here but did sometimes occur during the 

interviews. 

 

Questions for Interview with GROUP re: Disability Interest Groups 

 

General organizational specification 

• What is your approximate annual budget? 

• Where does that money come from? 

o How many individuals donate to GROUP? 

• Does your org have individual members?   

o If so, how many? 

• When you think about who GROUP is here to serve, who do you picture/think about? 

 

General Advocacy 

• I am particularly interested in interest groups’ advocacy operations and choices 

• What does advocacy look like for GROUP? 

• [The Arc] Per your site it includes legal advocacy of several forms as well as a variety of 

policy areas, many advocated through task forces of the CCD.  Help me understand what 

advocacy looks like for you. 

• How does GROUP decide where to allocate its lobbying resources? 

 

Advocacy in Relation to Others 

• How important is it to cooperate with other groups on lobbying efforts? 

• How do you evaluate whether a situation calls for cooperation with other groups? 

• [BIAA] BIAA is a proud member of many coalitions, how do you approach/assess the 

opportunity/choice to join a longstanding coalition like CCD, Coalition to Preserve 

Rehabilitation, etc.? 

• Who are your most important allies in the Washington interest group universe? 

• [BIAA] At several places on the site BIAA “gratefully acknowledges the Centre for 

Neuro Skills and Avanir Pharmaceuticals for their support for legislative action” what 

does this mean? 
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• Are there groups which, when you see they’ve signed on to a policy proposal or a 

candidate or a letter, you engage and think “I bet if they’re on board we might be on 

board”? 

• I’m going to throw out the names of some other groups and I’m curious to hear how often 

you feel like your interests have been closely in line with one another, generally in line 

with one another, or not in line with one another 

o American Association of People with Disabilities 

o The Arc of the United States 

o National Council of the Blind 

o [FOP] IAFF 

o American Diabetes Association 

o National Association of the Deaf 

o American Federation of Teachers 

o [The Arc] DREDF 

o [NAD] Hearing Loss Association of America 

o AFL-CIO 

o If I was interviewing a group on this list I removed them from reference in this 

question 

• [ASAN] Your site references ASAN’s place in the broader disability rights movement. 

o [ASAN] How does ASAN enact this place? 

o [ASAN] Why is this important? 

• [CLD] CLD is a member of the CCD, how did that membership come about? 

 

Next Steps 

• I’m still looking for some more folks to interview, is there anyone GROUP is close with 

you’d suggest I should especially speak to? 
 

 


