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Abstract

On Power & Political Capital:
How Political Capital Shapes our Nation and is Co-constructed by Elites

What is political capital anyway? Academia has talked around the topic and has
yet to settle on a shared definition. This study contends it is the imaginary but potent
currency of politics—not one minted in a bank; but a co-constructed metric of power.
That co-construction is guided by political sophisticates—an elite that encompasses
staffers, politicians, journalists, and outside groups—who rely on each other to decipher
and construct the relative value of this currency. Its value is not tied exclusively to public
opinion or electoral success, but instead, its value is set by its perceived value among
elites. The present study reveals the complex nature of political capital, describes the
process of its co-construction and informs a new understanding of the concept. This
exploratory research distinguishes political capital from political power, offers a model of
political capital, and suggests that political capital may not be as easy to define as

previously thought.
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INTRODUCTION

What do MSNBC host Alex Wagner and President George W. Bush have in
common? A bad feel for political capital. At the first news conference following his re-
election in 2004, President George W. Bush offered a pretty confident assessment of his
political position, saying “I earned capital in this campaign, political capital, and now I
intend to spend it.”! Among politicians, he is not alone in that assumption that electoral
victory means some advantage in politics. And politicians are not alone is assuming what
may, or may not, grant political capital. Following the Sandy Hook shooting, MSNBC
host Alex Wagner remarked that “one would hope that there will be some political capital
to reform the way in which we handle gun and gun violence in this country.” In her
remark, she assumed a catastrophic event like the Sandy Hook shooting may offer a
similar advantage in politics to proponents of gun reform.

Bush and Wagner would both prove—at least somewhat—wrong. Just two years
after winning re-election in 2004, Bush’s Republican party lost control of both houses of
Congress without major legislative achievement. His first term saw an average job
approval of 62 percent, but in his second term, it plummeted to 37 percent and reached an
all-time low of 25 percent by 2008.3 And while the aftermath of the Sandy Hook shooting
saw some state-level gun reform measures, both the Manchin-Toomey Amendment for
stricter background checks and an assault weapons ban were defeated the following year

in Congress.* Wager, a prominent political journalist, and Bush, a pedigreed president,

! Marc Sandalow, “Bush Claims Mandate, Sets 2nd-term Goals /'l Earned Capital in This Campaign,
Political Capital, and Now I Intend to Spend It',” (SF Gate, November 5, 2004).

2 Mackenzie Weinger and Dylan Byers. “MSNBC Launches the Gun Control Conversation,” (Politico,
December 14, 2012).

3 Gallup, Presidential Approval Ratings -- George W. Bush, (Washington, DC: Gallup).

4 «]13th Congress, Roll Call Votes by the U.S. Congress, (Congress.gov).



seem well positioned to make assessments about the nature of political capital; however,
they did not seem to have a complete grasp on the political capital market. In that, they
are not alone. The professional political, academic, and journalistic world do not seem to
have—beyond cursory descriptions or off-hand observations—a perfect grasp of it either.

It is hard to blame them for that. Political capital is one of the least, if not the
least, understood metric of political power. Broadly, power may be understood as the
capacity to influence the behavior of others or events in a way they would not have acted
if not for the exertion of that influence. At its core, political capital is just that: a way to
influence. Banfield offers a specific definition of that political power, arguing that control
is the ability to cause another to give or withhold an action and power as the ability to
establish control over another.’ But that definition leaves a lot to understand about where
political power comes from.

And political capital, particularly as a way to understand political power, has
largely been an afterthought in academia and used so often as to become a buzzword in
news media. In a sense, it has become a catch-all term for political power. The present
study will seek to change that. By analyzing hours of interviews with Capitol Hill staff
members, the present thesis will argue that political capital is distinct from political
power, does not have a shared definition among Capitol Hill staffers, and is co-
constructed among political elites. These political sophisticates—an elite that includes
staffers, politicians, journalists, and outside groups—rely on each other to decipher and

construct the relative value of this currency. This qualitative analysis reveals that the

5 Edward Christle Banfield, Political Influence, (New York, 1961).



value of political capital is set by its perceived value among those elites, describing the
nature of political capital and defining the process of its co-construction.

The present study employs a grounded theory approach, detailed in the
methodology section of this thesis. As such, the review of literature that follows positions
the research within the larger political science sphere. The theories presented in this
review are possibilities not definitively linked to the findings in this study. With that in
mind, the review of literature will explore the concept of political power with a particular
focus on how it relates to political capital. In doing so, this analysis will argue that
political capital is separate and distinct from political power more broadly. It will also
review literature related to media effects and legislative success, potential metrics related
to the measurement of political capital. Doing so will allow a more informed analaysis of
the data collected in this study, making the research cognizant of academic concepts that
may be at play in the processes the informants may describe. The review of literature will
also make an argument about the selection of the informants—senior Congressional
staff—and why those staffer’s lay theories about political processes are critical to an
academic understanding of political capital.

In an institution as complex as Congress, governing a nation as diverse in policy
problems as in people, the work of government would be virtually impossible if not for
the expert staff. They bring order to the chaos of Congress and action to their member’s
goals. The portfolio of a Congressperson is simply too large to handle alone; members
are ideological leaders, staff to their constituents, politicians, and policymakers to the

nation.® With their members distracted, staffers are left to captain the ship and preserve

¢ Susan Herbst, Reading Public Opinion: How Political Actors View the Democratic Process, (New York,
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 46.



institutional memory. The staff interviewed in this study all had worked with more than
one member, indicative of the role they can plan in preserving knowledge even after
electoral losses. As a collective memory of legislative knowledge, the staff steady what
may otherwise be a bumpy shift from session to session or when the gavel is handed from
one party to another. In doing so, they provide important context and strategy to members
based on past events. This study offers an analysis of four staffers’ theories and
perceptions of political capital on Capitol Hill. During their interviews, they discussed the
role that political capital plays in legislation, in politics, and described where they believe
it comes from. The forthcoming analysis offers a window into these staffers’ world, an

understanding of how they think about their jobs, and a roadmap for future research.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

To date, there is not a widely accepted definition of political capital in academia.
This study will contend that political capital can broadly be described as a type of
political power or a model of political leadership. Early descriptions of power hint at the
concept, notably Hobbes seminal description in Leviathan of social and political power,
in which he observes that “the power of a man, to take it universally, is his present means
to obtain some future apparent good.”” That concept—that power can be stored and spent
later—is a central tenet of political capital, a concept that was first explored by Banfield
in his 1961 book, Political Influence. Banfield offered an early explanation of local
political leadership that sounded more at home on the New York Stock Exchange than on

Capitol Hill. He proposed that “the political head... gets his stock of influence by

7 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan.: Or the Matter, Form an Power of a Commonwealth, Ecclesiastical and
Civil. (Routledge, 1651).



‘buying’ a bit here and a bit there from the many small ‘owners’ who are endowed with it
by the constitution-makers.”® He continued the metaphor further, proposing that “on any
particular occasion, the Mayor might indulge himself in the luxury of ‘consuming’ rather
than ‘investing’ influence, i.e., of using it for present purposes without regard to its
replenishment. But if he consumed it for very long, he would be out of business.” In this
nascent description, Banfield hit on the central tenets of the term: namely that, like real
capital, it can be bought and sold or gained through work. With this extended metaphor
of mayoral political leadership, Banfield describes what we would now call the theory of

political capital.

Theories of Political Power

On its face, political capital seems indistinct from political power; this assumption
is wrong. To understand the distinction between these two political science concepts, this
study must first begin with a more informed understanding of power. Power, of course, is
a useful way to talk about politics in our daily lives. But in academia, the concept can
often seem muddled by competing definitions and vague concepts. As Uphoff has put it,
when power is used to “analyze politics systematically it quickly becomes entangled in a
snarl of concepts, its precise nature growing less clear in the underbrush of related
term.”!% Political capital is certainly one of those “related terms,” but indubitably it is not
alone in that murky “underbrush.” Uphoff has pointed out, for example, that “power is

299

often treated as synonymous with ‘authority’” and “authority is commonly referred to as

8 Banfield, Political Influence, 241.

? Ibid., 242.

19 Norman UphofT, “Distinguishing Power, Authority & Legitimacy: Taking Max Weber at His Word by
Using Resources-Exchange Analysis,” (Polity, 1989), 295.



‘legitimate” power.”!! What these overlapping and competing definitions and concepts
make clear is that power is central to an informed understanding of politics. To grasp how
power has been employed in political science, it is critical to examine existing definitions
and applications.

One of the most cited definitions of power comes from Max Weber’s germinal
Economy and Society, in which he proposes that “power is the probability that one actor
within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite
resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests.”!? For Weber, the
designation of power is an assertion about probability—it is the concept that power is not
a single definable metric, but rather a relationship between two actors. Weber’s definition
does not exist alone. Parsons has argued that political power is a phenomenon of
“coercion” and ‘“consensus” because it “integrates a plurality of factors and outputs of
political effectiveness” and it is not identified with just one of those “factors.”! Similarly
vague to other descriptions, Parsons’ analysis is critical because it recognizes that metrics
(like political effectiveness) can help to gauge the relative power of political actors and
that power is the culmination of numerous factors. Other academics have been more
specific about the nature of power than Weber and Parsons.

Robert Dahl, in his seminal The Concept of Power, proposed a now widely
accepted description of power. He proposed that “A has power over B to the extent that

he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.”!* This simple but effective

! Uphoff, “Distinguishing Power,” 296.

12 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, (Univ. of California Press,
1956), 152.

13 Talcott Parsons, “On the Concept of Political Power,” (American Philosophical Society, 1963), 258.
!4 Robert Dahl, “The Concept of Power,” (Behavioral Science, 1957), 202-203.



description offers academia a starting point to understand what aspects of a relationship
are impacted by power. As to where the power in that relationship comes from, Dahl
proposes that the “base of an actor’s power consists of all the resources—opportunities,
acts, objects, etc.—that he can exploit in order to affect the behavior of another.”'®> Under
this definition, political capital may merely be a resource of power, a potential model that
this study will be conscious of in its analysis.

Another way academics have approached political power is through study of a
political actor’s reputation for power. Wolfinger has studied whether “reputations for
power is an adequate index of the distribution of power” and if it is “useful to describe a
political system by presenting rankings of the leading participants according to their
power.”!6 His analysis found that a politician’s reputation for power alone is not a “valid
representation of the distribution of political power.”!” He concluded that ranking power
based on reputation “would not be useful without additional research” into the power
dynamics of the community being studied.'® A better understanding of political capital
may shed light on the role that reputation for power plays in politics and will thus be a
critical question this study will analyze.

Soft power—typically understood through the lens of international relations—
may also offer a critical lens through which political power can be cognized. Soft power
is a persuasive approach to power relations; it is the idea that you catch more flies with

honey than you do with vinegar. Gallarotti has proposed that soft power “represents a

15 Dahl, “The Concept of Power,” 203.

16 Raymond Wolfinger, “Reputation and Reality in the Study of ‘Community Power,
Sociological Review, 1960), 637.

17 Wolfinger, “Reputation and Reality,” 642.

3 Ibid.
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form of meta-power.”!” Meta-power, in that case, describes “situations in which power
relations themselves are embedded within some greater constellation of social relations
that influence those power relations and thereby influence final outcomes that derive
from the interactions among actors.”?® This concept recognizes that power itself is not the
ultimate organizing concept in social relations—there are many factors beyond power at
play as well. While this is typically articulated as a view of global politics, the
relationship between meta-power and agenda control may prove critical to an informed
understanding of political capital. Gallarotti has argued that “meta-power is often equated
with agenda control” and that “agenda control could be consistent with some elements of
soft power” dynamics.?! The ability to control an agenda may be a critical factor in
political capital and power more broadly. Nye has also proposed this theory, arguing that
soft power may be a control over the “political agenda” in world politics.?? The logic
would follow that the same may be true in domestic politics as well. Nye proposed that:
“Soft power uses a different type of currency (not force, not money) to engender
cooperation—an attraction to shared values and the justness and duty of
contributing to the achievement of those values. Much as Adam Smith observed
that people are led by an invisible hand when making decisions in a free market,
our decisions in the marketplace for ideas are often shaped by soft power—an
intangible attraction that persuades us to go along with others’ purposes without

any explicit threat or exchange taking place.”?

19 Giulio Gallarotti, “Soft Power: What It Is, Why It’s Important, and the Conditions for Its Effective Use,”
(Journal of Political Power, 2011), 28.

20 Ibid.

2! Gallarotti, “Soft Power,” 29.

2Joseph Nye, Soft Power: the Means to Success in World Politics, (Public Affairs, 2004), 9.

B Ibid., 7.



The idea that a political actor may “engender cooperation” out of shared values could be
the prism through which political capital may be analyzed and Nye’s market metaphor
seems to fit well with the concept of political power as capital. As such, this study will be
mindful of the ways in which soft power may be used to influence political outcomes.
But these various definitions and descriptions of power remain vague. To what extent can
a political actor even control the power they may, or may not, wield?

Parsons has contended that there is a “relatively ‘free floating’ element in [a]
power system which is analogous to a credit-system.”?* He has argued that “power, as a
symbolic medium, is like money in that it is itself ‘worthless,’ but is accepted in the
expectation that it can later be ‘cashed in,’ this time in the activation of binding
obligations.”? The link to political capital here is apparent, though suggests that Parsons
sees no distinction between power and political capital. However, he further proposed
that:

“A power-system in which this credit like element is prominent is in a state

analogous to the ‘insolvency’ of a monetary system which includes an important

element of actual credit, namely its commitments cannot be fulfilled all at once,

even if those to whom they have been made have formally valid rights to such

fulfillment. Only a strict zero-sum power system could fulfill this condition of

‘liquidity.””26

24 Parsons, “On the Concept of Political Power,” 255.
% Ibid., 256.
26 Parsons, “On the Concept of Political Power,” 256.



The power system in Congress is not zero-sum. One need not lose for another to gain in
Congress, so power on Capitol Hill is not liquid under Parson’s definition. The true
nature of power, then, must be more complex than a credit system.

The extant literature on political power is broad, failing to settle on a single
definition of political power. As such, the door remains open for alternate understandings
of power. Does power, in any literal form, exist? Uphoff has argued no. In a critical
analysis of Weber’s Economy and Society, Uphoff contended that power cannot be
possessed, proposing that:

“Power does not exist literally, though the word refers to concrete and important

phenomena. Once can never possess power except as a figure of speech. One can

only have power means, i.e., resources that are used with more or less skill, more
or less determination, and more or less luck.”?’
In this view, reputation, credit, soft power, and other concepts of power may all be
viewed as “means” of power. The present study will argue that political capital is one of
those “means,” separate and distinct from the organizing concept of power, and is a
resource that a tactful political can deploy within a power dynamic. Political capital
epitomizes that idea, the idea that that power exists only through its means. Where capital

is means to commerce, political capital is a means to power. This relationship is not lost

on the political capital literature.

Theories of Political Capital

This paper contends that political capital is distinct from political power; instead,

it views political capital as a “means” of political power rather than a synonym for it.

27 UphofT, “Distinguishing Power, Authority & Legitimacy,” 320.
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This distinction is possible because while power is “both an ends and means in

politics,”?®

political capital is just a means. Put another way, political capital is not a
goal, but power can be a goal. Instead, political capital is a means to achieve a political
purpose, which could be to pass legislation, raise money for reelection, or merely to gain
power. In this view, political capital is a kind of power base, as are wealth, social status,
statutory authority, and knowledge (among a litany of other things). The same is true of
the various models of power. For instance, where a reputational approach to power

9929

“assumes and reports a static distribution of power,”*” political capital may be a means to

improve a reputation for power. And where soft power may involve “getting others to

want the outcomes that you want,”°

political capital may be a means to influence the
values a political actor may use to evaluate a decision. In these examples, the distinction
between means (political capital) and ends (political power) is evident. Having
recognized the distinction between political capital and power, this study now turns to
understanding the nature of political capital.

Bourdieu was one of the first to classify political capital, mentioning it in the
essay The Forms of Capital’' and then expanding on the concept in his seminal Language
& Symbolic Power.*? Bourdieu wrote that “political capital is a form of symbolic capital,
credit founded on credence or belief and recognition or, more precisely, on the

innumerable operations of credit by which agents confer on a person (or on an object) the

very powers that they recognize in him (or it).”** In Bourdieu’s view, political capital is

28 UphofT, “Distinguishing Power,” 296.

2 Wolfinger, “Reputation and Reality,” 644.

30 Nye, Soft Power, 5.

31 Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” (Greenwood, 1986).

32 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, (Cambridge, Polity Press, 1991).
33 Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 192.
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like a bank vault for political power, where the means to achieve your ends may be
stored. An adept politician, under Bourdieu’s definition, can accumulate means to power
in the same way a banker may accumulate wealth. It is a view that has been widely
accepted in the literature and among politicians. Bourdieu did not propose the concept of
political capital in a bubble. He defined capital, in a broad sense, as the “accumulated
labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,” embodied form) which, when
appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables
them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor.” In The Forms of
Capital Bourdieu articulated three distinct forms of this capital: economic, social, and
cultural.3* Political capital, this paper contends, is a form of social capital.

In Bourdieu’s view social capital is “the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition.”> More simply, it
is the capital one has from their social positioning. In contemporary America, the
collective social capital is said to be declining.>® However, Putnam has noted one
exception to this general decline: political advocacy. Putnam, remarking about the link
between social capital and politics, observed that:

“The national administrators of [AARP and Sierra Club] are among the most
feared lobbyists in Washington, in large part because of their massive mailing
lists of presumably loyal members. These new mass-membership organizations

are plainly of great political importance.”’

34 Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital.”

35 Ibid.

36 Robert Putnam, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital,” (Culture and Politics, 2000).
37 Ibid., 71.
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Putnam, in his observation, has attributed social capital to political advocacy
organizations. This paper argues that the capital at play in Putnam’s example is political
capital. In this way, political capital may be understood as a “variation” of social capital
applied to the political arena.’® Additionally, this further bolsters the argument that
political capital is distinct from political power.

Despite all this, political science has no agreed upon definition of political
capital.*® And while there is no shortage of the term in academia, most scholarship has
assumed the meaning is understood without offering a definition.*® Casey has proposed
that “political capital can be conceived as exchange between political resources—
elements of seven capital types—in various political markets...” and that “implementing
[a] measurement of political capital is possible.”*! She argues the sum of seven capital
types—human capital, institutional capital, social capital, symbolic capital, economic
capital, cultural capital, and moral capital—is the total political capital an actor
possesses.*? However, Casey acknowledges that her proposal “is far from being a
complete theory” as it relies solely on a review of relevant literature and does not bring
original data to the analysis or her proposed definition.*?

More recent scholarship has contended that “political capital is the form that

power takes in formal politics.”** French has proposed that political capital cannot be

38 Kimberly Casey, “Defining Political Capital: A Reconsideration of Bourdieu’s Interconvertibility
Theory,” 3.

3 Ibid., 1.

40 Ibid., 2.

4 Ibid., 15.

42 Casey expresses this formula as: Political Capital = ICsc+HCsc+SCsc+ECsc+CCsc+SyCsc+MCsc,
where sc is the scoring criteria for each constituent part of political capital.

43 Casey, “Defining Political Capital,” 16.

4 Richard French, “Political Capital,” (Representation, 2011), 216.
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measured and is best understood through comparison.*> He offers a reasoned but vague
definition:
“The prospect of the absence of political power flows from the represented to the
constituency, closing the gap or completing the circle of representation. The
representative gap is filled by reciprocal acts of judgment on the parts of the
political figure and constituents. The product of these reciprocal acts of judgment
is political capital.”®
In French’s view, political capital is “intangible, volatile, and inherently unstable” as the
consequence of the “reciprocal judgments™ of political actors.*’ Put more simply, French
sees political capital as a nebulous phenomenon that is governed by a cycle of arbitration

»48 However, French

among voters and politicians; he views it as a “neutral concept.
identified one critical role of political capital: solving political problems. He argued that
“much more of politics is about building a following—political capital—than about
finding solutions to public policy problems, but if and when such solutions are on offer,
their execution will inevitably require political capital.”*® French’s contention supports
this study’s argument that political capital is distinct from political power by offering
further evidence that political capital is a means to some end. Other models of political
capital have attempted to find distinction in the means.

In his analysis, economist Edward Lopez proposed two distinct forms of political

capital: representative capital and reputational capital.’® He defines representative

5 French, “Political Capital,” 218.

46 Ibid.

47 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 226

4 Ibid.

59 Edward Lopez, “The Legislator as Political Entrepreneur: Investment in Political Capital,” (The Review
of Austrian Economics, 2002).
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political capital as the “vector of parliamentary rights and legislator attributes that
[determine] productivity in influencing a policy” and reputational political capital as the
“vector of legislator attributes that determines his standing with voters and other

2951

unorganized interests.”" In his view, representative political capital could account for a

legislator’s committee assignments, seniority on a committee, and general “law-making

acumen.”>?

This is contrasted with reputational political capital, which may include party
affiliation, voting record, name recognition or any other characteristics that voters may
use to evaluate a legislator’s potential “future performance.”?* Lopez is also quick to note
that while these forms of political capital are distinct, they are nonetheless
interdependent. For instance, a legislator that accumulates great representative capital
may lose reputational capital as they become more entrenched in the power structure and
simultaneously more distant from their constituents. In this model, sometimes
reputational and representative capital are “mutually exclusive and in other cases
mutually reinforcing.”* This paradox seems to indicate that political capital is not as
simple as many understand it. In this, Lopez is supported by Dahl’s model of power.
Dahl, discussing the workings of power, proposed that a “second necessary condition [of
power] is... obvious and nonetheless important in research: there is no ‘action at a

distance.” Unless there is some ‘connection’ between A and a, then no power relation can

be said to exist.”>> In this contention, Dahl proposed a limitation of power that restricts

5! Lopez, “The Legislator as Political Entrepreneur,” 213-14.
32 1bid., 213.

53 Ibid., 214.

5% Lopez, “The Legislator as Political Entrepreneur,” 216.

53 Dahl, “The Concept of Power,” 204.

15



impact to related areas. These areas—or arenas—will become important to this study. It
suggests that your stock of influence in one area may grow while decreasing in another.

We have no doubt seen several real world, if only anecdotal, examples of this
paradox in recent years. In June 2014, in what could only be described as a major upset,
Eric Cantor—the Republican Majority Leader—lost a Republican primary to an insurgent
Dave Brat. Cantor undoubtedly, as the second highest ranking Republican in the House at
the time, had a tremendous amount of what Lopez would call representative political
capital. As Leader, he had a disproportionate amount of influence over legislation,
committee assignments, and the actual functioning of government. But while he had
accumulated a stock of representative political capital, it would seem his reputational
political capital suffered, as evidenced by the Republican leaders’ upset loss in a
Republican party primary. And in almost perfect parallel, in June 2018, House
Democratic Caucus Chair Joe Crowley was defeated in a Democratic primary by
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a first-time candidate. Crowley, as Chair of the House
Democratic Caucus, was the fourth highest ranking Democrat in the House. His position
conferred similar representative political capital to what Cantor had in 2014, but he had
similarly lost his reputational political capital. While anecdotal, these cases illustrate the
seemingly fickle nature of political capital. That problem is perhaps why the concept has
largely been an afterthought in academia, but that has not stopped political observers
from offering their own lay theories.

A Reagan and Bush administration official, Schneider described his

understanding of political capital in The Atlantic. He observed that “the rule about
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political capital is when you've got it, spend it, because you can't hold on to it.”®
Schneider made his remark in response to President George Bush’s 2004 declaration that
he was planning to spend the political capital he “earned” during the election.’” It would
turn out, as previously detailed, Bush was a bit off in assessing his own political position.
However, Schneider’s observation is worth examining. His observation, worth exploring
because of his political expertise, seems to suggest two key things about political capital.
First, it indicates that political capital is volatile. If, as he suggests, one cannot expect to
maintain political capital they have acquired, it is different from traditional conceptions
of capital. Even given the volatility of monetary capital markets, investors can generally
rest assured that the overall trajectory of their capital is toward growth. Schneider’s
suggestion that this is not the case with political capital, in and of itself, challenges the
capital analogy and warrants further examination. Second, and more importantly,
Schneider’s observation suggests—to extend the monetary analogy—that political capital
is liquid. His argument—that political capital can be spent at will—indicates that it is
readily convertible into political achievement in the same way that liquid monetary
capital is a readily convertible asset. The convertibility of political capital is something
this study will play close attention to. This is opposed to illiquid capital, which is held for
the long term and is not readily convertible. However, viewing Schneider’s argument—in
its lay approach—misses the full picture of the political capital market. To address these
gaps in the literature, it is important to understand the different metrics we can evaluate
political capital with. This study proposes two primary metrics—legislative effectiveness

and media strategy—based on a the review of previous literature.

56 William Schneider, Jr, “What is Political Capital?” (The Atlantic, 2005).
37 Sandalow, Bush Claims Mandate.
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Legislative Effectiveness as a Metric of Political Capital

With legislative achievement as the metric of capital value it would seem that
political capital earned from electoral victory is less clearly converted into political
achievement. While a politician may win a remarkable victory that leads them to the halls
of Congress for the first time, what capital do they have when they get there? They may
have a large media following or characteristics that make them adept at the legislative
process, but they likely lack the political capital needed to turn that electoral success into
legislative success. In this way, their political capital may be somewhat illiquid. It exists
in much the same way real estate does as an asset class. There is, of course, a value in
illiquid capital. But the process to convert that value into legislative achievement is
longer and more complicated. This is contrasted with the relative liquidity of political
capital sourced from position. Politicians whose capital comes from rank, position, or
ability to influence legislation have an outsize ability to convert that capital into
legislative achievement. In fact, there is a logical link between this type of political
capital and the ability of a legislator to influence outcomes. No one would dispute the
Speaker of the House or the Senate majority leader—both politicians with tremendous
amounts of political capital ex officio—have a greater ability to influence legislation than
a newly elected member. While this is not a revolutionary acknowledgment, it leaves us
wondering: what makes a member of Congress productive?

The Center for Effective Lawmaking, a joint initiative of the University of
Virginia and Vanderbilt University led by Craig Volden and Alan Wiseman, rated

Members of the 114™ Congress based on “the bills they sponsor, how far the bills
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progress through the lawmaking process, and how important the bills are.”® They found
the most effective senators were Orin Hatch, who had served in the Senate for 40 years at
the time and who was the senate pro tempore, and Ron Wyden, who had served in
Congress for 36 years at the time and is the dean® of the Oregon Congressional
delegation. The Center’s study of the 115" Congress found Congressman Don Young,
the dean of the house, was the most effective member of Congress.®® In fact, across their
studies, they have found that “egalitarianism and individualism undergird lawmaking

activities in the Senate.”¢!

Moreover, they have found that the “Legislative Effectiveness
Scores of committee and subcommittee chairs are positively correlated over time and rise
along with their expertise,” providing support for the hypothesis that ex officio% political
capital is associated with legislative achievement.®3
They have also argued that “it takes a certain set of political skills (and the right

political circumstances) to formulate a viable solution to a major public policy problem,
to construct a coalition in support of that solution, and to shepherd the related legislation
through committee, across the floor, and into law.”®* The present research would contend

that political capital is one of the “political circumstances” that contributes to legislative

effectiveness. Although legislative effectiveness has long interested political science as a

58 Center for Effective Lawmaking. “Center for Effective Lawmaking Announces Highest-scoring
Members of Congress,” (2017).

59 In Congress, “dean” refers to the longest serving member of a body. i.e. dean of a state’s delegation or
dean of the entire body.

80 Center for Effective Lawmaking, “Highlights from the New 115th Congress Legislative Effectiveness
Scores,” (2019).

81 Craig Volden and Alan Wiseman, “Legislative Effectiveness in the United States Senate,” (Journal of
Politics, 2018), 731-35.

62 Literally “from the office,” this study uses ex officio to refer to political capital granted by a position
held.

83 Craig Volden and Alan Wiseman, “Legislative Effectiveness and Problem Solving in the U.S. House of
Representatives,” (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2017).
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topic, there is little recent research about effectiveness beyond studies about electoral or
interest group settings or those completed by the Center for Effective Lawmaking.®> The
research in the field that does exist is largely empirical and lacks widespread
acceptance.® State politics have generated some literature about legislator effectiveness®’
and a few have attempted to do the same at the national level.®® Because of this dearth of
research and because their model is comprehensive, the metric of political effectiveness
proposed by Volden and Wiseman seems the most reasonable to apply in this study. The
factors they primarily consider when evaluating a given legislator’s effectiveness are:
“innate ability, the acquisition and cultivation of a critical skill set, and the sophisticated
utilization of key legislative institutions.”® These amorphous pillars are inherently hard
to define and even more difficult to measure. Some legislators simply bring more innate
ability—and with it, political capital—to politics than others. They, seemingly without
trying, are able to not only articulate political problems, but know how to create solutions
to those problems that are “politically viable.””° These politicians, for lack of a better
term, possess a “gut feeling” about what arguments will be persuasive to whom and can
sense when something is doomed to die in committee. As Volden and Wiseman put it,

“these are abilities that some members of Congress have at high levels and that others,

even if they dedicate all of their time and effort to cultivating such abilities, simply
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cannot achieve.””! The lawmakers with that innate ability will also have a better
understanding of the forces of political capital. They will know how to read its market,
how to build it for themselves, and when and how to deploy it. Those adept legislators
will have a larger stock of political capital out of the gate because their increased
legislative effectiveness which, in turn, could be associated with higher levels of political
capital.

But policymaking is not done in a bubble and even the most effective senator
needs fifty of their colleagues to pass a bill out of the Senate. Chairing a committee,
being active in a caucus, or being in the majority all offer institutional (e.g. ex officio)
advantages. Without the capacity to influence the debate, even the most intrinsically
effective legislator has little hope of legislative achievement. That dilemma is why
legislative achievement cannot, and is not, the only metric of political capital. And while
Mayhew has observed legislative effectiveness is a necessary precondition of political
advancement, arguing that “like power contenders in the Roman Republic who headed
for Gaul or Spain to win battles, would-be presidents try to score points by showing they

can actually do something — pass laws,””?

it is not the only path to advancement (and thus
a greater stock of political capital). The capacity to influence the debate is oftentimes far
more important than legislative effectiveness, which is why media acumen— especially

the ability of a legislator to set an agenda and frame the debate—may be critical to their

stock of political capital.

"1 Volden and Wiseman, “Legislative Effectiveness in Congress,” 7.
2 David R. Mayhew, Divided We Govern: Party Control, Lawmaking, and Investigations, (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1991), 110.
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Media Acumen as a Metric of Political Capital

If we understand political capital as—at least in part—a media phenomenon,
understanding the media effects literature is critical. In particular, the cascading
activation model is essential in understanding how political actors can influence political
capital. Cascading activation is the process by which political actors inform elites of a
frame, who then inform the media, which then trickles down through the news frames to
the public.”® Entman’s application of media framing—which involves promoting certain
aspects of an event or issue to promote a particular reaction—it is best understood
through the frame of news media. Harcup and O'Neill give us a more comprehensive
understanding of what political actors may use to ascribe news value, and thus an
understanding of what makes Entman’s cascading activation model successful. They
found that news stories must typically meet one of their criteria to be selected for
coverage.”* Their model proposes the most successful frames are those that deploy a
power elite, celebrity, entertainment, surprise, bad/good news, magnitude, relevance,
follow-up, or newspaper agenda frame.”> By following these principles, political actors
can employ mechanisms like framing, the CNN effect or agenda-setting to facilitate and
amplify their message. The CNN effect, for instance, may allow a political actor even to
exercise their political capital across borders, allowing “instant communication between
states and leaders” domestically or in other nations and force their target elites to “adopt

policies that they would not make otherwise.”’® While the CNN effect is conventionally

3 Robert M. Entman, “Cascading Activation: Contesting the White House’s Frame After 9/11,” (Political
Communication, 2003).
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understood as a way the media can impact the public consciousness and force political
leaders into decisions, skilled political actors can use Harcup and O'Neill’s guidance to
influence media and deploy that CNN effect to achieve their own goals. They can be
particularly successful at this by utilizing framing, the cascading activation model, and
agenda-setting.

Entman’s seminal study of framing describes it as the process by which media
“select some aspects of a perceived reality and make them more salient in a
communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation and/or treatment recommendation.””” Explained
differently, framing is the concept that audiences employ their beliefs to comprehend
their world and that media contributes to those beliefs.”® Deployed properly, as in
Entman’s cascading activation model, these frames can then impact media coverage,
offering a way political actors may influence the media. But framing is not alone in the
role it plays influencing news media. And while Weaver has noted, “framing incorporates

”79 other

a wider range of factors than... agenda setting, which [is a] cognitive concept,
scholarship has contended that framing and agenda-setting share media bias as an
“organizing concept.”®" Notwithstanding the various “similarities and connections”

between framing and agenda setting, they are distinctive cannot be conflated.®! But since,

according to McCombs, framing theory also “links” to the agenda-setting process, it is

"7Robert M. Entman, “Framing: Toward Clarification of a Fractured Paradigm,” (Journal of
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also worth careful examination to get a complete picture of how political actors may
utilize various media phenomena.??

As this study expects that political capital is often reliant on the ability of
legislators to influence the media, understanding media effects at-large is critical to
understanding political capital. Systematic academic approaches to media effects have
successively supplanted early theories leading to models like those pioneered in The
People’s Choice.®® Later research, especially Noelle-Neumann’s, found evidence of a
potent mass media environment,** and subsequent research by Gerbner and Gross
developed the theory of cultivation.®® The confluence of these advents in media
scholarship brought another paradigm shift in the political communication literature in
the 1970s. Markedly for the concept of political capital, the media research of the late
20™ century brought about the agenda-setting model of media effects.

Agenda-setting is best understood as a function of mass media that—by selecting
and promoting particular issues—cause the public to perceive those issues as the most
salient.®® From its earliest iterations, the agenda-setting scholarship has had a primary
focus on the political ramifications of the process. It inherently follows that politicians
who are able to influence media coverage, by proxy, work in conjunction with the media
to set the agenda. McCombs and Shaw’s pioneering study that developed and defined the

agenda-setting process demonstrated for the first time this process at work.?” Their

82 McCombs, A4 Look at Agenda-setting, 546.
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research argued that the media “exerted a considerable impact on voters’ judgments of
what they considered the major issues of the campaign.”®® For instance, even when the
political candidates they studied placed emphasis on different campaign topics, their
research suggested that the “judgements of the voters seem to reflect the composite of the
mass media coverage,” offering evidence that “voters pay some attention to all the
political news regardless of whether it is from, or about, and particular favored
candidate.”® However, in the time since McCombs and Shaw’s 1972 study, these
assumptions have changed, and the media landscape they studied has changed even more
dramatically. Narrowcasting and a hyper-partisan media landscape have made disparate
what over 40 years ago could be defined as the agenda set by the media and have given
individual politicians total control of self-produced media coverage (on social media in
particular).

Since the nascent years of agenda-setting theory, the U.S. political and media
landscape has changed considerably, especially when considering how media may
interact with political capital. Some politicians have framed the press as the enemy of the
people and the number of media outlets continues to proliferate with no obvious end in
sight.”® One of the primary effects of these changes has been an increasingly partisan
media. For instance, Ladd has found that more Democrats consume news from CNN,
NPR, PBS Newshour, and MSNBC and Republicans consume news from Fox News.”!

This may be an important consideration for the present study, as Democrat and

8 McCombs and Shaw, “The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media,” 180.

8 Ibid., 181.

% Jonathan Ladd, “The Era of Media Distrust and Its Consequences for Perceptions of Political Reality,”
(New York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2014).
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Republican staffers may have differing views on how (and which) media impact political
capital. Moreover, since the 1970s, “levels of trust in the media among the public have
significantly declined,” particularly among Republicans.”? This trust may be another
critical factor when trying to decipher how Republicans view the news media’s role in
political capital.

Thanks to the rise of new media technologies, narrowcasting has also become a
crucial media phenomena. Primarily the product of cable television and the Internet,
narrowcasting is “the targeting of specific niche audiences” that is contrasted to
broadcasting, which inherently had a general audience.”® Some scholars have argued that
the trend toward narrowcasting may have a democratizing impact on the media and thus
limiting the power the broadcast media once held,”* but Hindman has argued that is likely
not true.”> He has argued that the Internet is not a narrowcasting tool that “levels the
playing field”® and that the theory that the Internet has a democratizing effect on politics
is flawed.”” He found that ostensibly narrowcast Internet media mirror, to a large degree,
the agenda of broadcast media. Hindman’s findings suggest that the narrowcast media
agenda is set by the mass media, offering evidence that inter-media agenda-setting is at
work. This finding is critical if, as the present study does, we want to understand how
political actors may capitalize on the diffuse media landscape. Political actors, for

example, may spend political capital to make an issue more salient or gain political
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capital by linking themselves to an already salient issue. As such, this study will explore
the connection between issue saliency and political capital.

Issue saliency is the most common way academics understand agenda-setting.
Previous scholarship has operationalized issue saliency in numerous ways. Most analyses
of issue saliency have centered on attention, which is “the number of news stories
devoted to a particular topic” and prominence, which is the importance of the news about
an issue measured through “page placement, size of headline, amount of time or space,

798 If we understand salience as a form of attention, it can be

appearance in the lead.
primarily comprehended as the consequence of individual and societal factors that
influence our attentiveness.” To the extent political actors can influence issue saliency,
or to associate themselves with existing issues, the more significant influence they have
over their media-based political capital.

This is made clear in existing scholarship. According to Behr & Iyengar, as
conditions of public interest get worse and a president concentrates their attention on a
particular issue, “public concern for these issues increases’ and “real-world conditions
and events provide an independent impetus to the perceived importance of issues.”!%°
This perhaps could be described as political agenda setting, the process by which a
political leader may influence the public agenda through issue saliency. This particular

phenomenon of saliency is the most relevant for the present study, demonstrating how

political actors may utilize saliency to build or deploy political capital. Behr & Iyengar
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are cognizant of the link between media and political actor influence on issue saliency,
noting that “analyses of media agenda-setting that ignore real-world conditions will

arrive at severely inflated estimates of media influence.”!%!

This recognition is
exceptionally critical to the present study and may play a role in how Capitol Hill
communications staffers think about political capital’s relationship to media.
Additionally, it is critical to consider how those staffer’s may deploy these media effects.
More often, politicians and their staffers are turning to the Internet and social
media to conduct politics. At the same time, we are seeing Internet-related media
fragmentation. Mancini has contended that “with the Internet, the number of possible
sources of information increases and, therefore, the number of consumers is distributed

across a larger number of media outlets.”!%2

These trends have significant consequences
for the concept of political capital, in particular how political actors take advantage of
these phenomena. As news becomes more disintegrated and the public more cynical
about the media they ingest, we may expect to see more diverse and weaker agendas and
frames, and thus weaker views of politicians. However, most scholarship on inter-media
agenda-setting indicates that these changes in media will have minimal impact on the
agenda-setting function of the press. In fact, it may be that Internet media are just a
reflection of the wider political discourse. Inter-media agenda-setting scholarship has
assessed the function of media opinion leaders, which are outlets that “all other media

2103

seem to look to for guidance.”'’” These opinion leaders of the press, typically marquee
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newspapers, have been shown to set the agenda of other news outlets.!** Understood
differently, that means “highly regarded media such as the New York Times or the
Washington Post in the United States are assumed to influence the content of other
media.”!% These inter-media agenda-setting effects may help us understand how political
actors may utilize media opinion leaders to set an agenda or frame a debate. As such, the
study will be mindful of the media the informants consume.

Other scholarship has also sought to describe the effects of social media on the
political agenda.!% In studying the inter-media agenda-setting impact of Twitter, Conway
et al. posited that “traditional media and Twitter feeds of politicians, campaigns, and
parties are involved in a source cycle.”!?” Their study offered evidence that the
“contemporaneous relationships and minimal time lags” that exists on Twitter “suggest
that agenda setting is expedient in the online arena.”'% In fact, they still found that the
media opinion leaders have not lost their ability to set the agenda on social media, as
“candidates are still going to look to the media for legitimacy, just as social media users
are going to look to the media for information on unobtrusive issues.”!?” This offers
evidence that while social media may be a tool in the arsenal of political actors, it is not

independent of the traditional media. When seeking to understand political capital, we
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anticipate social media has a role, but that it is not decisive. As such, informants will also
be asked about the role that social media plays in this process.

Recent developments like these have offered support for a new model of agenda-
setting which has been dubbed the network agenda-setting (NAS) model. The NAS
model denotes the “impact of the networked media agenda of objects or attributes on the
networked public agenda of object or attribute salience.”!'!? This model is distinct from
other forms of agenda-setting and is perhaps the most important for strategic political
actors. This third level of agenda-setting, which is continuing to play a larger role in the
extant literature, asserts that “issues can be either implicitly or explicitly linked in news
coverage or the public’s mind.”!!! The NAS model implies that media network agendas
are associated with public network agendas and that media network agendas are able to
predict public network agendas. Applied to political actors, issue saliency may also be
linked to a particular politician in much the same way Representative Ocasio-Cortez has
been linked to the Green New Deal!!? and President Trump has been linked to the border
wall proposal.!!3 The extant literature largely ignores questions about news media’s role
in political capital. Is media acumen even the right measure, or should it be legislative
effectiveness? These questions—questions about the true nature of what constitutes
political capital—are where this study begins. To answer these questions, this study will

look to the lay theories of senior Congressional staff about political capital.
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Why Senior Congressional Staff?

The informants in this study—senior Congressional staffers—possess well-
developed instincts for legislative action. They choreograph the “dance of legislation” by
developing and implementing their member’s legislative goals.!'* Senior Congressional
staff, according to a 2017 Congressional Management Foundation (CMF) report, include
communications directors/press secretaries, legislative directors, state/district directors,
deputy chiefs of staff and chiefs of staff.!!> That CMF study, conducted between August
and October 2016, surveyed those senior staffers in House and Senate personal offices.
While their study sought to understand the “challenges Congress faces in performing its
role in democracy,” it offers a wealth of information for the present study.!'®¢ CMF
contacted 1,900 House and Senate staffers to participate in an online survey. Invitations
were only sent to chief/deputy of staff, legislative director, communications director/press
secretary, and district/state director. They received 206 responses of which only 184 met
the terms of participation. According to their report, 79 percent of these senior staffers
had worked in Congress for more than four years, with 43 percent having worked in
Congress for more than ten years.!!” Senior staffers are also older than the wide-eyed
young staffers often associated with Congress, with 84 percent being over the age of 31

and 42 percent being over the age of 41.!!8 In contrast, the average age of all
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Congressional staff is only 31.!'? This indicates that senior staffers possess vast
institutional knowledge compared with Congressional staffers in general.

The role of staff is increasingly important, especially as the time members of
Congress have available to commit to legislative activity has decreased. Only six percent
of staffers are “very satisfied” that Congresspeople have “adequate time and resources to
understand, consider and deliberate policy and legislation.”!?° That finding has been
corroborated by previous CMF research on Members of Congress. In a 2011 survey of 25
representatives, half disagreed with the statement “I have the time and resources I need to
accomplish my goals in Congress,” and a third felt they did not spend enough time on
legislative work.!?! That means members are increasingly reliant on their staff, particular
their senior staff, to handle the functioning of their office. More critically, that reliance on
staffers comes after decades of staff cuts on Capitol Hill.

Since the 1980s policy and nonpartisan support organization staff on Capitol Hill
have suffered dramatic cuts.!?? In particular, legislative branch departments like the
General Accountability Office and Congressional Research Service seen dramatic staff
reductions, putting more of the work on already strained staff in personal offices. The
cherry on top: staffing on subcommittees and in member’s personal offices has also
declined. Since 1985, the number of staff in the average House of Representative’s
personal office has dropped by 20 percent.'?* Even starker, staff in support offices

including the clerk, sergeant at arms, and chief administrative officer has been but by 83
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percent since 1985. 124 The decline is less significant on the Senate side, where since 1985
personal office staff has been cut by four percent and support offices by 13 percent.!?
These declines exacerbate strain on staff and make the remaining staff even more central
to the function of Capitol Hill.

Another critical trend in Congressional staff is the shift of staff from Capitol Hill
to district or state offices. A 2010 Sunlight Foundation analysis of Brookings’ Vital
Statistics on Congress data found that “fewer staff perform policy-related work now than
in years past.”!2® Each Member can decide to hire and place positions where they see fit.
In recent years, members have been placing more staff in state and district offices rather
than on Capitol Hill. Because policy and legislative work are typically carried out in DC
offices and constituent services in district offices, we can expect this trend has had an
impact on the functioning of Congress. The Sunlight Foundation found that nearly 75
percent of staff in 1976 was based on Capitol Hill; by 2005 that number was 50
percent.!?” When considering this trend through the lens of reputational versus
representative capital, we may expect to find that Congress has placed greater importance
on reputational capital (referring to capital among constituents) at the expense of
representative capital (referring to capital among colleagues). As such, interviewing

informants in both district and Capitol Hill offices will be critical.
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Lay Theories of Congressional Staffers

The present study has a particular focus on lay theories, or those theories which
people employ in their everyday lives, because those who govern our democracy employ
them on a daily basis. Herbst has argued that “the central reason we should care about lay
theories of public opinion—those ideas citizens have about the meaning, measure, and
value of public opinion—is that these theories give us some insight into how people think
about democracy.”!?® And because people reason about politics in this way, the same is
true of political capital. Academia though, in general, is skeptical of these lay theories.
Even when dealing with a well-informed public or political professionals, academics may
question their reasoning process and judgment making. And there are certainly many
academics, notably Richard Nisbett and Lee Ross, who have been critical of lay theory
employed in academic study.'?® But despite the detractors, some researchers have
ventured to study this type of folk psychology. That research has yielded a body of
literature “very much concerned with argument, with the contested nature of social and
political events and policies.”!3°

Since early studies like Robert Dahl’s Who Governs?!3! and Barber and Tarlock’s
The Lawmakers,' political science has a long history of interest in the views of
politically sophisticated individuals. In fact, even Tocqueville’s seminal Democracy in

America is based on interviews with well-placed political actors.!3 Political
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133 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, (1835).

34



professionals, as Herbst refers to them, are an elite that encompasses political staffers,
journalists, activists, and other high-level political actors. Before proceeding, it is also
important to understand why this study—in its title and though the text—refers to these
senior Congressional staffers as “elites.” It goes without saying that elite is a loaded term
that academics often shy away from. Even Herbst decided to employ the term
“sophisticates” rather than “elites” throughout her study.!** However, the present research
has chosen to use the word elites because it was the term most frequently employed by
study participants to describe their group in relation to the political process. Moreover,
elites was chosen over sophisticates because it is more precise. One can have
sophisticated knowledge of a subject without being well-positioned to impact that
subject; an elite, in contrast, is both sophisticated and positioned to impact the subject.
Further study may have revealed this term would not hold to a wider population, but as a
result of the exploratory nature of this study, this research will stick with the term taken
from the data collected: elites.

These elites will, by virtue of their sophistication, have more informed lay
theories to describe their environment. The present study has chosen to focus on
Congressional staffers. These staffers are a critical component of what scholars call the
“enterprise” model of legislative action.!3*> But why staffers and not their bosses? The
enterprise model recognizes that legislators do not work alone but are a part of a larger

infrastructure of Congress in which staffers are a vital part. The enterprise model, perhaps

134 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion.
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more importantly, acknowledges that “legislative bodies have a culture” that impacts how
they operate.!*¢ Herbst proposes similar reasons, writing:

“Why not study legislators instead of staffers, though if we are interested in

elaborate and complex lay theories of the policy-making process? There are

several reasons. First, staffers are a vital component of what legislative scholars

call the ‘enterprise’ perspective or model of legislative action: Members of a

legislative body do not work alone but depend on an entire infrastructure of

expertise and personnel as they debate and make policy.”!?’
Staffers are not only a vital part of the political process, but they are also uniquely
positioned to focus on issues related to the legislative process divorced from the issue of
campaigning. This is not to say, of course, that they are not interested in the outcomes of
campaigns.

Staffers are attuned to elections and their jobs are invested in the outcomes, but
they do not constantly concern themselves with political parties and elections. Instead,
they are focused on the legislative and political goals of their member. They are
concerned with the outcome of votes, co-sponsors of a bill, committee positions, public
opinion, and media coverage—all things likely to play a role in the political capital of a
member of Congress. By studying staffers, we can get an idea of how individuals inside
the legislature think about the concept of political capital—the ways they deploy it, the
ways they build it, and how they consider it. In effect, these staffers offer us a behind the

scenes look at the Congressional process.

136 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 35.
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Communications staffers are their own ball game, distinct from legislative and
other staffers. They are the individuals who mediate their member’s interactions with the
press and public, shaping how we view their members. Press and communications staff
are also typically the only staffers with the authorization to speak with the press, on or off
the record.!*® Their job is to frame the debate and influence issue saliency, putting a
“spin” on issues for strategic reasons. This distinction will become critical in this study’s
analysis, as it will examine the role staff and press play in the formation of political

capital, and thus communications staffers will be vital informants.

METHODOLOGY

In this section, we examine the questions this study is concerned with and
describe the qualitative method this study will use to answer those questions. When
looking to create a research method for this study, Susan Herbst’s Reading Public
Opinion was the most salient model.!*® Her seminal study of public opinion examined its
co-construction through a qualitative analysis of interviews of journalists, legislative
staffers, and activists. Though her study examined a different political concept—public
opinion rather than political capital—and used a different locus—Illinois state politics
rather than Congress—as a model, the parallels between her 1998 study and the present
research abound. Large portions of the methodological basis, interview protocols, and
analysis of this study are inspired by Herbst and adapted for the present research

questions.

138 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 36.
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A Qualitative Approach to Political Capital

The present study recognizes that a “culturally informed political psychology
takes talk seriously: What people say motivates their actions is valuable. We cannot
always tell what they do or why they do it without asking them directly and intently.”!4°
Learning from the people who operate in the world in which academics wish to
understand is critical to an informed understanding. That “culturally informed” political
science can then study how individuals conceive of their world while still linking their
study to the larger academic discourse. As such, this method of inquiry—what Herbst
calls “folk psychology”—is, by necessity, interdisciplinary in theory and method.!*! That
is why this study, in this review literature and its method and analysis, has drawn on a
broad theoretical foundation ranging to include media studies, political science,
psychology, and field study. This study is also mindful that when individuals, particularly
sophisticates, are asked to give a definition—as they were in this study—they do not just

t 142

give an answer, they make an argument.'*~ This study will be cautious of that,

understanding that study participants will “make an argument very much tied to their
place in the social matrix and the sorts of institutional discourses that interest them.”!43
Deanna Kuhn, in The Skills of Argument, notes that “if psychologists studied thinking
involving content from people’s everyday lives, so the rationale was, what people know
»144

about this content would likely become confused with their ability to reason about it.

While phenomenon governing people’s lives may not be easy for them to self-describe in
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a definitive way, there is still value in the “creative reasoning people engage in” about
their lives.!*

It is also important to recognize that our informants are paid professionals. As
such, it can be assumed that these staffers have a tremendous personal and occupational
interest in the evaluation of political capital. But, as is the case in Herbst’s study,
“regardless of whether they are paid or not, however, the citizens in this group are
different from most Americans, since they maintain an extraordinarily high interest in
public affairs.”!%¢ They are sophisticated political actors with well-developed theories of
political capital and the policy-making process. By virtue of their position, they are a
unique subset of citizens. As Herbst put it in Reading Public Opinion, “the legislative
enclave studied here is very much—to borrow words from Robert Entman—a
‘democracy without citizens’: citizens are certainly the ultimate object of policy, but they
are not conceptualized as anything but peripheral to the policy-making process.”!4’
Because of the nature of this group, a qualitative approach is best deployed with a
moderately systematized interview. This loose structure allows the informants to take the
conversation where they believe it should go, functioning as a way to combat bias that
may be introduced through questioning.!*® This study will look to Herbst—because of the
parallels between our studies—as a model in this regard. Herbst describes her approach to
interviews, saying:

“The interviews in the present study were semi structured. In other words, there

was an interview protocol, but it was critical to use extensive probing, each of the

145 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 27.

146 Ibid., 31.

147 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 87. Referencing Robert Entman’s Democracy Without Citizens.
48 Grant McCracken, The Long Interview, (Sage Publications, 1990).

39



interviews has its own unique characteristics. Since the informants were very
knowledgeable about politics, and usually very opinionated, they often guessed
the next question or took the conversation off on an interesting tangent. This sort
of openness and ‘negotiation’ with the interview protocol is entirely intentional,
and it is what makes the method different from conventional survey research or
experimentation, where opportunities for respondent commentary are usually
quite restricted. I got the sense, in fact, that these informants were relieved that I
was not conducting a survey composed of closed-ended questions: Several
expressed increased interest in and excitement about the study when they realized

that they could explain their arguments and opinions at length.”!#

To a T, Herbst’s interview model parallels to this study. A loose questioning style, in

Herbst’s view, allows for a conversation rather than an inquisition, leading to richer

interview content. With an understanding of the qualitative model we will employ in this

study, it is appropriate to now turn to the methodology of the present study.

Research Questions

This study is interested in the sources of political capital, the essential nature of

that capital, and the theories that govern it. To guide this inquiry, this research has two

essential research questions:

RQ 1: What is political capital?

RQ 2: Where does political capital come from?

199 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 44.
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Method

In following Herbst’s model, the present study will employ a qualitative study
based on interviews with Capitol Hill staff about their perceptions of political capital. A
qualitative study method was chosen because of the exploratory nature of the research.
The goal of the present research was not hard and fast rules, but a better understanding of
the concept from the people who actually interact with it. With this goal in mind, a
grounded theory, qualitative approach was the best fit for the present research. Capitol
Hill staffers were selected for analysis because, as public officials working at the highest
levels of politics, they are uniquely qualified to offer an informed perspective on the
construction of political capital. Herbst selected a similar group for a parallel reason,
noting that:
“I chose to study non academic sophisticates... for several reasons. First, and most
importantly, those who work in politics are likely to have richer and more
elaborate lay theories about the relationships among media, public opinion, and
policy. The second reason I chose to study engaged political actors is obvious:
They have some power to change their environments. The people I spoke with
absorb a tremendous amount of information about public affairs, but they also
affect public opinion, the nature of media content, and the character of public
policy.”!%0
Following Herbst’s model, the present study utilizes “non academic sophisticates.” Those
elites who work at the highest levels of politics, like the Congressional staffers that

participated in the study, are prone to have more developed “lay theories” about the

150 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 32.
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workings of Capitol Hill, the nature of political capital, and how political capital is
utilized on Capitol Hill. And, like Herbst, the second motivation this study utilized
political elites is because they have the agency, capacity, and power to influence the
phenomena this study is concerned with understanding. And while the same could be said
of the Congresspeople they work for, the convenience of interviewing staffers prevailed.
The staffers interviewed for this research were all at the “director” level or higher in their
respective offices, putting them in a position to grasp and explain the highest levels of
politics, how those politics interact with political capital, and the external forces that
impact that capital. The U.S. Congress—both the House of Representatives and the
Senate—was selected as the locus of the research because it is the most prominent and
important legislative body in the country, if not the world. The processes that govern
these legislative bodies are critical in understanding the nation and politics at-large.
Furthermore, members of both the Democratic and Republican parties were selected
because they have a virtual duopoly on U.S. politics and thus have the most impact on the
theories this study is concerned with.

The outreach to potential informants began by emailing two people (initial
respondents) whom the author knew personally and who worked on Capitol Hill.!>!
These two people, a Democrat and a Republican, offered the first snowball referrals. All
referrals, who were then contacted by email,!>? were limited to the same party to preserve
a Democratic and Republican sample and the snowball sample proceeded from there. The
two initial respondents only offered respondent referrals and were not interviewed or

otherwise included in the study because of the concern the author’s relationship with
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them may impact the results of the study. Snowball purposive recruitment was employed
because this study required a specific demographic that is hard to find. While this
recruitment method can prove challenging to generalize with, the specific and technical
nature of the positions and the relatively small social network of targets warranted this
method. Nonetheless, the resulting data will have transferability to future research. There
is one clear divide on the Hill that is a potential roadblock: the partisan divide, which is
why one sample started with a Republican staffer and one started with a Democratic
staffer with referrals limited to the same party. For the purposes of this study, staffers
working for independents or other parties were not included because they are few and far
between.

All interview subjects were informed about the purpose of the research and then
the interviewer proceeded with the Protocol for Congressional Staff template.!> The
research was exempted from institutional review board oversight.!>* The interview
protocol served only as a template and the predetermined questions were followed up by
probes and lines of questioning based on the respondent’s answers. Two of the interviews
were recorded and then transcribed; the other two were not recorded at the request of the
informants. Unfortunately, both of the Republicans taking part in the study declined an
audio recording. Perhaps it was because they were informed of the author’s political
disposition or because of some other underlying factor.!>*> Despite this limitation, copious

notes were taken throughout the interviews and adapted the general pacing of questions
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to allow for clarification and note taking. In order to preserve participant confidentiality,
something required by these staffers for a candid interview, all respondents have been
kept confidential. In this study, they will be identified by randomly assigned numbers,
position, party, or the scope of their work. Following the transcription and the translation
of note-taking shorthand, the interviews were coded by hand.

The coding and analysis process was based on grounded theory. Initially
developed by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, this methodology is a qualitative,
systematic approach that builds theories through methodical data analysis.!*® Following
this approach, throughout the study—during interviews, analysis, and theory
development—the author was engaged in inductive analysis. The goal of this model of
theory development is to layer theory, building and forming observations throughout the
process. In doing so, the author developed some theories that were later discarded and
some theories that only came about during my final analysis. The interview probes also
changed as these theories developed, allowing the author to investigate lay theories that
were explored in previous interviews. Critically, grounded theory requires persistent and
rigorous interpretation of data, a process that demands care not to inflate a minor
statement by an informant or ignore a subtle but important theme. Keeping with this
model, the analysis was concerned with the subject’s place in the larger Congressional
ecosystem and cognizant of relationships within their lay theories. All of this is not to say
the informants were not asked about hypotheses, ideas, or theoretical possibilities the
author was developing, because they were. In doing so, evidence was found to support

some hypotheses and pushed others to the wayside. During the interviews (which were all

156 Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative
Research, (New York: Aldine Publishing, 1967).

44



conducted over the phone), all the informants were asked for specific examples of the
phenomena they described. These examples can be a particularly helpful window in
understanding how processes are linked and how the lay theories described are put into

action.

ANALYSIS & FINDINGS

This qualitative analysis features responses from four interviews with experts
currently working in the U.S. House of Representatives or U.S. Senate. The interviewees
were all legislative, district, or communications staffers working in director level
positions. Two staffers were members of the Republican party and two were members of
the Democratic party. What follows is a synthesis and analysis of these interviews,
offering a new take on the concept of political capital by going beyond the ideas
presented in the previous literature review. However, because of the small sample size
and job type representation, this study should not be used to make broad conclusions
about the nature of political capital and is merely exploratory research. Instead, this study
offers a roadmap to transfer to future scholarship on the subject; in particular, this study
proposes a broader study that would encompass more groups. A more developed
recommendation for future research is presented in the conclusion to this study. A
prefatory consideration about the interviews: the informants rarely spoke in a
grammatically correct way. The resulting transcripts and interview notes are sometimes
difficult to read. In the interest of representing the informant’s views as faithfully as
possible, where necessary their statements have been edited for clarity. These edits did
not substantively change the content, meaning, or views of the informants, but in some

places ellipses or bracketed explanatory notes are employed for intelligibility.

45



Overview

In analyzing this rich interview data, the most challenging task was
organizational. This study follows Herbst’s model, who herself learned from Robert
Lane’s model, in “choosing to stay as close to the data as possible.”!>” The strategy was
not counting words or phrases; it was more textual. Interviews were coded by hand, not
in order to quantify the data, but to help me see patterns and divergences. Following in
the spirit of Herbst, and Glaser and Strauss before her, a grounded theory approach was
employed.'®® This approach, an inductive rather than deductive style, helped me to
develop grounded theory about the informants lay models of political capital. The
resulting analysis offers insightful findings. To begin, this analysis explores definitions of
political capital, seeking to understand how senior Congressional staffers think about
political capital in all its forms. Following this definitional starting point, the analysis will
explore types of political capital and the role that different actors play in its co-

construction.

Political Capital: What and Where?

The clearest thread through the interviews with Capitol Hill staffers was that they
view political capital as a way to influence outcomes. It was frequently described by the
informants in the context of legislation, delivering for constituents, advancing political
positions, and the day-to-day functioning of Congress. The informants were quick to

describe their work in terms of power. One Democratic staffer said:
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“Political work involves a lot of give and take, a lot of leverage. Sometimes with

your political and professional allies and sometimes with your political and

professional adversaries... Political capital is the leverage you have in that back

and forth.”!>?
That sentiment has clear echoes of a power dynamic at work. Congress is a back and
forth between political parties, between the House and Senate, and between members.
Political capital, then, is central to the work of Congress. Political capital’s function,
according to the informants, is to impact the actions of Congress and our political
discourse. It is, as one staffer put it, “the power you have... built up, that in a given
circumstance, [you] are able to wield.”'? That is not to say, however, that all politicians
use political capital in this way (or even use it).

Two of the staffers talked about “hiding” behind political capital. They indicated
that while political capital can be used to achieve a goal, it can also be used to protect a
politician. A Democratic staffer observed that “[political capital is] something that
[politicians] hide behind. [They will say] ‘we don't have enough political capital to get
this through...””!¢! In that context, it is the means to avoid debate, preserving the capital
for a later fight or nothing at all. The same staffer, when asked to explain, offered more
context:

“I just think that some [politicians] hide behind [political capital] instead of

making tough choices. And your politicians are there to make really tough

choices, [choices] that aren't easy by any means and aren't black and white... [or]
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easy to determine. And there are winners and there are losers and they get
involved with compromise and things of that nature. And so [the less] we can hide
behind a phrase, whether it's [political capital] or any anything else, the more we
can truly get things going.”!6?
In some cases, politicians may never spend their political capital. Whether that is because
they are not interested in legislating or merely because they are safe in their position is
less clear and warrants more study. One possible explanation offered by the same staffer
was age. He added “[the idea that politicians may build up political capital and never
spend it]... may be true and I think that is true with a lot of the old-timers...”!63
Complacency in age, or in time served in Congress, may then be a possible explanation
for a risk-adverse, complacent lawmaker. Despite these outliers, it was clear from the
interviews that the vast majority of members take the value of political capital seriously.
A Republican communications director was rather blunt about the impact of
political capital, saying “everything is related to political capital—nothing happens
without it.”!* Her sentiment was echoed across all the interviews, underscoring the
importance of the concept if not the term. A Senate Democratic communication director
also linked the term to a member’s relative power, arguing that “as [your] political capital
builds... [you] can gain more sway.”!%* In his view, influence comes with political
capital: it is a way to impact outcomes. But that does not describe it perfectly. The same

informant offered what, through all the interviews, seemed to be the best metaphorical

definition of political power. He proposed that:
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“[Political capital] can take different forms, it can be built up in different ways
and then expended in different ways. To borrow from physics, it is the sort of
potential energy versus kinetic energy.” !¢
Potential energy, in physics, is the stored energy an object has because of its position.
Think, for example, of a ball being held over the edge of a tall building. In that state,
suspended above the ground, the ball possesses potential energy. In contrast, kinetic
energy is the energy of movement, of the ball after it is dropped speeding toward the
ground. In this metaphor, potential energy is political capital and kinetic energy is
political action. Political capital, then, is the stored energy of politics waiting to be spent.
And political action—think legislation or elections—is the kinetic energy. But the
metaphor does not stop there. When that ball hits the ground, it will bounce into the air—
building new potential energy as it rises—and falling again with new kinetic energy. New
political capital then, according to this metaphor, can be acquired by expending that
capital. Now, this physics metaphor has its limitations. The ball will never have as much
potential energy after the first drop has it had to begin with, but political capital may
build indefinitely. This metaphor is particularly useful in thinking about the dynamics of
political capital, but it leaves the question: how did the ball get up there in the first place?
The informants in this study offered several explanations of where political

capital (P.C.) comes from. The composite of those explanations, in order of most to least

mentions, is shown in Figure 1.

166 Informant 105, Interview by the author.
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Figure 1 — Sources of Political Capital

Source Definition

Media/News Politicians may exploit media, issue saliency, and framing
Public Opinion/Voters | Voters as units of P.C., public opinion supporting P.C.
Position Leadership (Speaker, Leader, etc.) positions
Ideology/Partisanship Ideological or partisan leadership can confer P.C.
Outside Groups Outside groups can share P.C. with politicians

Other Politicians Politicians may share their P.C. with others

Issue Expertise Issue leader’s credibility may convey P.C.
Experience/Time Knowledge of process/more time in office

Past Success Electoral, legislative, or other victory may convey P.C.
Memberships Committee/Caucus membership, power in voting bloc
Bravery Bold stances, standing up for beliefs
Legislation/Policy Legislative victory may increase P.C.

Activists Activists have P.C. and can share it with politicians
Movements Movements have P.C. and can share it with politicians
Trust Public/media trust in politicians may give them P.C.
Advertisements Can support P.C. by impacting voters

Money Money in campaign accounts, ability to fundraise

Figure 1 demonstrates the complex web of interconnected sources of political capital.
These sources were sometimes offered explicitly by the informants or were inferred from

their explanations. For instance, a Republican legislative staffer offered a pretty direct
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statement about the role of experience, outside groups, and other politicians in forming
political capital. He said that “you likely have more political capital if you have been
around a lot longer, if you have done things for other members or [outside] groups. You
get it, really, from other people. It is rare that you build it yourself.”!¢” In addition to
pointing out three sources of political capital, this staffer noted it is rare to conjure
political capital of one’s own volition, some external action or factor must be the impetus.
In fact, over the course of the interviews, it became clear political capital was generated
through co-construction between many political actors; many staffers offered compelling
examples of that process.

A Senate Democratic communications director offered one of the most persuasive
explanations of political capital at work in an extended example about the nomination of
Brett Kavanaugh to the Supreme Court. Despite its length, its inclusion was warranted:

“During the campaign... President Trump put out [a] list of potential nominees

that he would [appoint to the Supreme Court]... [It] was a way of showing...the

Republican electorate... that he was going to go the way that they wanted. That

list was completely... put together... by groups like the Federalist Society, which

wields an incredible amount of political capital within the Republican judicial
circles... So... you've got... this conservative group that's wielding political
capital to get names on this list. The president takes that political capital, latching
onto that list, to boost his own political capital amongst that community and the
electorate... But then he nominates Brett Kavanaugh, who is off the list... Lots of

money gets poured into it. That's political capital. They start putting out ads on

167 Informant 111, Interview by the author.
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TV... exercising their political capital... On the Democratic [side]... you have
lots of outside groups between civil rights organizations, women's reproductive
health organizations, and civil libertarian groups, et cetera who oppose Brett
Kavanaugh based on his records. [They] all have lots of political capital built up
with Democrats... through supporting their elections... or through supporting their
legislative efforts... And then Christine Blasey Ford... happens... and then comes
in these critical questions of the political capital of the #MeToo movement... And
then you know it comes down to the political capital that was exerted on...
Senator Susan Collins... In the #MeToo-era, there's a huge amount of political
capital built up around those issues by the women of America. So that then
became a huge, huge wave of political capital against [Kavanaugh]... There [are]
different groups who have leverage for different reasons. And at... each turn of
that whole process the pressure points for... the [groups] that had [the] political
capital to expend were sort of different in different ways. And all of them had an
effect on that process.”!

There is a lot to break down in this example. The staffer describes political capital not in
terms of a single member or organization; instead, it is about how various groups and
individual’s political capital interacted over the course of the nomination fight. Political
capital, according to this staffer’s example, comes from outside groups, money,
advertisements, voters, and movements. In his example, these various sources impact the
political capital held by Senator Susan Collins, Justice Brett Kavanaugh, President

Donald Trump, and the Senate Democratic caucus. In the end, Kavanaugh’s side won,

168 Informant 105, Interview by the author.
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but through this staffer’s example, we gain a better understanding of the role that political
capital played in that nomination and confirmation. Other staffers offered similar
explanations, with a particular focus on the role that media, staff, activists, outside
groups, and other politicians play. The following sections will examine the lay theories

these informants offered about the role of these groups.

Influencing the Media: The Role of the Press & Staff in Political Capital

This study has grouped media and staff together for a critical reason: it the job of
Capitol Hill communications staff to influence the press. They are responsible for
interfacing with the press and coaching their members on how to do the same. They are,
for lack of a better term, the gatekeepers of Capitol Hill. Non-communications staff also
play a critical role in media relations, even if they are not directly responsible for media
strategy. Legislative staffers, for instance, provide the substance that communications
staffers re-package and district staffers work with local media and community members.
Media, too, have their own role independent of staff in impacting political capital. This
section will detail how the staff and press work together to influence the debate and
construct political capital.

The news media alone are a powerful player in the construction of political
capital. As one staffer put it, “members can get political capital from the press or through
the media because that is the best way to have your voice heard.” Media can, through
their agenda-setting function, impact the salience of issues and what politicians are linked
to those issues. One example is Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. A Republican
legislative staffer remarked about the media’s seeming obsession with her, saying “all of

the political capital [Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez] has is from the press. All
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of it. She has no political capital built on the Hill yet, none! It’s just a media thing, they
love her.”!%° He said the same is true, to a lesser extent, of Representative Will Hurd and
Representative Eric Swalwell. They, by this staffer’s account, have the vast majority of
their political capital because of media coverage. That could have two possible
explanations: either the media is attracted to the candidates in their own right (because of
media performance, interesting background, political stance, et cefera) or because they
and their staff are expert at influencing the media.

Politicians and their staff who are skilled at influencing the media by impacting
the agenda, deploying a cascading model of activation or some other tactic can
manipulate media coverage to their benefit. A Democratic communications staffer, who
has employed these strategies in the past, offered this explanation:

“One of the things that the media loves to do is... try to effectively gauge or

handicap political capital. I think especially political media understand that

political professionals are always trying to... [figure] out... who has got the upper
hand... And so... there's a question of whether if Politico writes that Mitch

McConnell has the upper hand in.. some negotiations, does that make it true?

Does that amplify it...? There are people who read that [and think]... ‘Oh well I

can't mess with Mitch. You know he's so good.’ I think the role of the media in

that is certainly interesting. I don't know whether they handout political capital or
sort... try to accurately measure it... It's probably a mix, right? [The staff] want to
get those stories planted because they know that it will be self-fulfilling, that it

will help snowball.”!7

169 Informant 111, interview by the author.
170 Informant 105, interview by the author.
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The idea of media-driven political capital as “self-fulfilling” is an intriguing one. It
suggests that adept staffers deploy media strategies in an effort to increase their
member’s political capital. They even strive to create myths about their member’s skill or
power to increase the value of their perceived political capital. Other staffers agreed
about the link, with another Democratic staffer arguing that “really [the only ones] who
pay attention to [political capital], to tell you the truth, seems to be the media... but
staffers [shape it]...” This staff strategy, according to the informants in this study, is
devoured by the press who are interested in stories about how power impacts Congress.
What is ambiguous about press-driven political capital is the impact it has on the
political process. It is one thing for the media to talk about you, but how does that
translate into actionable political capital? One Republican member offered her analysis,
arguing that:
“What is less clear with political capital from the media is what it actually
translates to in Congress, in policymaking. Take [Representative Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez], the media is just eating her up, but does that matter? I don’t think
we know yet. I would guess that it won’t, not out the gate. What it may matter for
down the road is fundraising. If her [fundraising] list can generate a lot...[of
money], then sharing that list [with other member’s] may generate some good will
toward her.”!"!
Her example is interesting for two reasons. First, she and the other Republican informant
were the only study participants who used Representative Ocasio-Cortez as an example

(neither Democrat mentioned her). More analysis would be needed to understand why,

71 Informant 107, interview by the author.
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but conservative media coverage of Ocasio-Cortez likely had a role. Second, and more
critical to this study, this informant offers us a good reason to care about press-driven
political capital: money. The fundraising capacity of a candidate can give them a route to
ally themselves with important members and strengthen their influence among their
peers. The same staffer added that “if a politician drives [viewers] then [the press] is
going to assign more coverage to that politician, which then probably gives that politician
more political capital.”!’? This indicates there is another way the press can impact
political capital: by linking a politician to issues through media. According to this
informant, the more time a politician spends in public view talking about an issue, the
more the public will associate that member with that issue. That sentiment was reflected

by other informants as well.

Different Publics: The Role of Outside Groups, Activists, and Voters in Political
Capital

As one informant put it, “political capital is often measured in terms of how the
chips are going to fall. Who is going to stand by you when a particular decision point
comes?”!73 Oftentimes those standing by you are outside groups, lobbyists, or activists.
These “outside” political actors are independent of Congress and the media but operate in
the same political universe and oftentimes they have ideological or issue priorities that
their political capital is linked to. These outside groups are “putting pressure... in
different directions... and are trying to exert political capital” for their ends.!”* The

informants in this study all mentioned the role that outside groups, labor unions,

172 Informant 107, interview by the author.
173 Informant 105, interview by the author.
174 Tbid.
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corporations or activists had in constructing political capital. One Democratic staffer
described their role in legislative activity this way:
“If you think about a big vote... like on an energy bill in Congress, you’ve got
Democrats and Republicans who have... countervailing forces arrayed against
them. They are thinking about their voters, they are thinking about the groups—
which could be environmental activists, it could be energy companies, [or it could
be] lobbyists... who are going to... either support or oppose their vote. And if
they feel that they’ve got the support of those groups... that makes it easier for
them.”!”>
In his example, outside group support can bring political cover. Those organizations can
effectively share their political capital on a given issue, working with politicians to
achieve a policy goal. But outside groups do not always work to support a politician,
often they use their influence to diminish a politician’s political capital. A Democratic
district director offered an example related to trade:
“Take the TPP... [In that case] it was the political capital that [outside groups]
thought they had over [my Member]. And so, that's the time where [outside
groups]... came together and... they tried to expand and exert what [political
capital] they did have, the opposing forces, and failed. But they exhausted a lot of
[the political capital] we had in our bank... Political activists thought they had
more political capital... and they were [using] it to... [try] to prevent or block a
vote or convince others that [my Member’s] stance was wrong. And so, it took a

lot [of our political capital].”7®

175 Informant 105, interview by the author.
176 Informant 104, interview by the author.
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This case shows that outside groups not only have the capacity to build political capital,
but also to take it away. By going on the offense—attempting to weaken public support
for a member or policy—they may force a politician to exert their own political capital to
fight back, weakening their public or financial support.

In this way, the role that outside groups play in political capital is inexorably
linked to fundraising and public opinion. Another staffer supported this hypothesis,
saying “I think the public opinion space is... one of the battlefields for political capital,
for policy... and for political or electoral advantage.”!”” Public opinion, though, can
mean different things to different political actors; Herbst’s Reading Public Opinion
confirms as much. It does not always mean, for instance, a resounding margin of support
in a poll. One informant described the role of public opinion on political capital
formation this way:

“The public can be on your side... That doesn't mean you need overwhelming

public opinion per se. You know Trump believes he has [political capital] right

now with his 32 percent base [of supporters]. So, it just varies... Public opinion
plays a lot in the support of a particular Representative... And so, it depends how
strong your public is... how strong your base is, or how loud they are.”!’
How active that public is, how critical that public is to a member’s electorate, and how
much media attention that public can garner are all important factors in determining the
role that public opinion plays in the process. Oftentimes the informants in this study
talked about public opinion in terms of activists or outside groups. The public opinion

they seemed to care about most was organized public opinion; public opinion that had a

177 Informant 105, interview by the author.
178 Informant 104, interview by the author.
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face and political strategy behind it. One Democratic informant made a compelling

argument about how public opinion, from a single voter to an organized political group,

fits into the larger political capital paradigm:
“Voters themselves exert their own political capital. That could be as... an
individual voter...that one unit of political capital that you can always use every
Election Day. [But if] you want to organize at a grassroots level in your
community then you are going to sort of pool the political capital of a group of
voters... If you are going to join forces [with] a nationwide movement then that’s
obviously [more]... political capital.”!”®

In this staffer’s model, political capital is scalable. The larger the “public” the more

political capital it can wield. Politicians, however, are not entirely dependent on outside

factors for political capital.

Ideology, Position & Bravery: The Role of Elected Leaders in Political Capital

Outsiders—from the press to voters—are not the only factors that can impact a
politician’s political capital. The informants in this study offered examples of how
elected officials agency to control their environments may impact their political fortunes.
In this category, they described how ideological/partisan factors, leadership positions,
support from peers, voting blocs, and political bravery can influence the construction of
political capital. A Republican communications staffer linked ideology to political capital
and voters, saying “political capital can come from ideology. However, if you are talking

about [political capital] as it [relates] to ideology then you have to remember that

179 Informant 105, interview by the author.
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[ideology] and district almost always overlap.”!®" In her view, ideological leadership can
only build political capital if a politician’s constituents share that ideology. Ideological
leadership can also, according to her account, lead to more media coverage and
fundraising prowess. However, she cautioned that “if you have political capital because
of your [ideology] or your views, then you have it because of your voters.”!8! Politicians
cannot, in her opinion, gain political capital by being an ideological leader that does not
fit with the ideology of their district. In this way, outside factors are still a prerequisite for
ideological political capital.

Leadership positions can also play a role in political capital. According to a
Republican legislative staffer, “right now, it seems like... obviously [Leader] McCarthy
and [Speaker] Pelosi have [political capital] because of their position.”!¥? This staffer, in
saying their leadership “obviously” confers political capital, is making the argument that
stature within the Congressional leadership structure comes with increased power.
Naturally, this assumption would extend to other leadership positions in Congress.
Partisan chamber leadership, committee chairs, ranking members, and caucus leaders
all—under his model—would also have some inherent political capital by virtue of their
positions. There is, of course, a prerequisite at play in this factor as well. Congressional
leaders are never freshmen members. Leadership positions exclusively come with
experience and time severed. The longer a member serves and the more senior they
become, the more options they will have to take on leadership roles. In addition to

experience, leadership also often comes with peer relationships. Lawmakers with richer

180 Informant 107, interview by the author.
181 Tbid.
182 Informant 111, interview by the author.

60



relationships among their colleagues are better at whipping votes, moving legislation, and
building political capital. This points to another way to build political capital: support
from peers.

Support from fellow members may come in the form of co-sponsorships, voting
blocs, or even friendships. A Democratic communications staffer offered one concrete
example of how peer support interacts with political capital:

“A common thing in a Congressional office is... [to] put together a Dear

Colleague Letter... and the Dear Colleague is going to have 50 signatures on it.

That's more political capital than a letter with five signatures on it. And in our

letter, we say these are all the national groups and all the... state-level groups that

support this legislation... The more of those that you list, that's a list of political
capital. So [that is] a concrete way of displaying and saber rattling your political

capital—convincing other people to hop on board. [If you think] it's already a

powerful coalition... you are in good standing if you add your name. So...

certainly political capital belongs to and is wielded by [outside groups and
politicians].”!#3
Dear Colleague Letters, which are an official correspondence between members of
Congress, are a fantastic example of political capital. These letters, according to this
staffer, are frequently employed as a list of political capital that encourage other members
to support a bill because of those already supporting that bill. The sender and the
signatories of Dear Colleague Letters are then identified as supporters of that issue. More

signatories are added as more supporters—either legislators or outside groups—join the

183 Informant 105, interview by the author.
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letter, conferring more political capital to the letter’s goal. The signatories then represent
a literal list of political capital about a given issue. These letters, most frequently, garner
support from members who belong to the same political group as the original author.
That alludes to another form of political capital: voting blocs.

On Capitol Hill, members organize themselves by party, caucus, and committee.
These groups are various types of voting blocs formed along partisan divisions,
ideological positions, or issue areas and present another way to gain political capital. A
Republican legislative staffer described the way caucuses, a type of voting bloc, influence
political capital, arguing that “you can get [political capital] through a caucus where you
commit to helping other members. Again, it’s from others. In that case, in the case of a
caucus, it’s from... a voting coalition based on [shared] ideology.”!®* Because the caucus
commits you to help other members, membership builds political capital by association.
Members of the caucus share their political capital, especially on issues related to the
caucus’s purpose. The same is true of committees and parties.

The informants in this study also presented a more abstract means of building
political capital: bravery. A commonality in the responses of all the respondents was the
idea that taking a stand, making a bold statement, and generally taking a brave position
could aid a member in building political capital. A Democratic district director was pretty
direct about that fact, proposing that “anybody can have [political capital], anybody who
is an elected official that's not afraid to stand up and do what's right or stand up and do

what they believe.”!8% They were not alone in that belief. Across the board, the staffers

184 Informant 111, interview by the author.
135 Informant 104, interview by the author.
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who took part in this study felt that political bravery could pay off dividends. The same
Democrat further elaborated:
“A lot of people probably assume that [political capital] comes off of a
resounding electoral win. However,... that's not always true. I think maybe you
can get it from... the trust of the voters and representing them well... That's how
you get it: by standing up on [voters] behalf... [If you are a Democrat], for
example, standing up to Trump and things of that nature probably change the
nature of the game.”!8
His theory about political bravery certainly makes logical sense. And other staffers hinted
at why that may be the case. Another Democrat, in remarking that political capital is
“more of an art than a science,” argued that if you think you have the political capital in a
given circumstance you have to “go for it.” 7 He reasoned that even if you do not have
the political capital to begin with, taking a brave stance will resonate with voters because
“... you are offering the kind of leadership that they are looking for.”!®® It is, however,
important to note that the informants who proposed political bravery as a means to gain
political capital were vague on details. There was no single way, as they saw it, that this

tactic works. Instead, it is based largely on political instincts. Despite this limitation, the

role of bravery in political capital formation warrants further study.

An Arena Contingent Political Capital

Extant literature has identified two types of political capital: reputational capital

and representative capital. This study further explored these two types of capital and

136 Informant 104, interview by the author.
187 Informant 105, interview by the author.
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looked for additional types. First, this study found additional evidence to support the
reputational and representative capital paradigm originally proposed by Lopez. For
instance, a Republican legislative director remarked that “more often than not political

capital is [spent] getting things for your district,”!%?

supporting the reputational model of
capital. Another Republican staffer remarked that “someone like [House Republican
Conference Chair] Cheney has none [political capital] right now... [because] she decided
to vote against the anti-Semitism turned anti-hate resolution” and it was clear that
“[Leader] McCarthy was mad...” at her for that decision. This type of action may be seen
to impact Cheney’s representative capital, as it may affect how she is treated by her
fellow party leaders and ability to impact future legislation. More examples like these
were evident throughout the interviews, supporting Lopez’s model of political capital.

This study also found evidence for additional models of political capital. In
particular, the informants in this study alluded to a type of arena contingent political
capital. In different ways, each informant hinted (and sometimes outright described) that
political capital is not a universal currency. According to the informants, political capital
accumulated in one arena cannot readily be spent on an issue in another arena. A
Democratic communications staffer summarized this arena contingent model political
capital, saying:

“[Political capital] varies... scenario by scenario. Somebody may have political

capital in one avenue and not [in another]... A given official or politician or

caucus or party may have the political capital amongst... [group 1] to achieve ‘A’

189 Informant 107, interview by the author.
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but not among... group [1] to achieve ‘B...” “Political capital is not an absolute
entity... it’s relative.”!"?

This arena contingent model has broad implications for the future study of political
capital. It also is clearly in line with Dahl’s contention that “there is no ‘action at a

distance’” in political power.!"!

Dahl proposed that power is limited in impact to related
arenas and this study has now found evidence to suggest the same is true of political

capital. However, more study would be needed to confirm this arena contingent model.

Figure 2 — Arena Contingent Model of Political Capital”

PC,4 = Reputational PC4 + Representative PCy

PCy # Reputational PCp + Representative PCg

*Where PC is political capital and A and B are separate arenas

The new arena-contingent model proposed by this study and depicted in Figure 2
employs Lopez’s model as a starting point. Applied to an example, a member with strong
reputational and representative capital on gun violence prevention (arena A) cannot use
that capital to exert power in the debate of an environmental bill (arena B). Similarly, a
member with strong political capital garnered from the press (arena A) cannot
automatically spend that political capital to help pass an environmental bill (arena B).
Political capital, according to this model, is exchangeable but not universal. You can
share your political capital with others, but only within a single arena. Arenas, in this

model, are policy topics or sources of political capital. While the limited scope of the

190 Informant 105, interview by the author.
191 Dahl, “The Concept of Power,” 204.
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present study offers some support for this arena contingent model of political capital,

more study is needed to evaluate the theory.

“A Bullshit Metaphor”

This study’s literature review demonstrated that political capital is often thought
of as a single, definable thing—the present research indicates that is not the case. Political
elites have very different ideas about what constitutes political capital. One Democrat
offered an exceptionally blunt assessment of this disjointed understanding, arguing:

“I think that [political capital] is a bullshit phrase, a bullshit metaphor... I don't

see it as having any weight. Maybe it’s a fallback created by the media, but

politicians see it differently, I see it differently. There [are] always a number of

other factors that go into it and not just the blanket term political capital.”!*2
This sentiment, in less direct ways, was shared by several of the informants in this study.
More study would be needed to make generalizable conclusions based on this, but it
would seem to indicate that political capital is not easy to pin down. The respondents,
including the staffer who called it a “bullshit metaphor™ all felt that it still had importance
as an organizing concept, however, what exactly it organizes was somewhat less clear to
them (and the present study).

This is not to say there is no value in understanding political capital; in fact, this
research made it clear that a better understanding is critical. The diversity of lay theories
the informants offered makes this abundantly clear. They feel, despite disagreeing on a

definition, that political capital is central to the work of politics. The informants

identified, at virtually every aspect of the legislative process, how political capital may

192 Informant 104, interview by the author.
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play a role. But in that diversity is disunity. What good is an organizing concept like
political capital without a shared understanding between its operators? A more
comprehensive study is required to answer that question, but the present study makes it

clear that further research is warranted.

CONCLUSION

Political science has the luxury of perspective. When academics study political
actors and develop theories about how politics happens they take time to reflect and
consider alternative hypotheses. Political actors do not have that luxury. Deadlines are
pressing and events can change their priorities. The end result? Politics are often
reactionary, not proactive. Because of the fast-paced, reactionary environment, political
actors must rely on their own models and expertise to inform their day to day activities.
They must, as Herbst observed and this study supported, “fall back on the frameworks,

tendencies, and rules of thumb in their repertoires.”!®?

Political capital is one of those
frameworks, though academia has seemingly brushed it aside to its detriment.

This study has revealed that political capital is an important concept—distinct
from the broader political power literature—governing many aspects of the functioning
of Congress and U.S. politics at-large. It is, according to one informant in this study, the
“currency where you can exchange capital for getting something you need.”!** The
informants also revealed the process of its co-construction—a process by which

politicians, staffers, journalists, and outside groups depend on each other to interpret and

construct the relative value of this currency. They do so by taking into account many

193 Herbst, Reading Public Opinion, 46.
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factors but set the ultimate value relative to the perceived value among these elite
political actors.!> In essence, the value of political capital is what these political actors
believe it to be. Additionally, the informants in this study offered evidence of an arena
contingent political capital, a model of politics in which capital accumulated in one arena
cannot readily be spent on an issue in another arena. Perhaps most importantly, the
present study contends that political capital is not a single, easily defined thing. Rather,
this research revealed that political elites have divergent conceptions about what signifies
or builds political capital.

More study is needed to confirm these findings as the present research is only
exploratory. Despite this limitation, the findings of this study should be taken seriously
and are transferable to future research. The informants, through expansive interviews,
offered a detailed account of the workings of political capital, power, and the legislative
process. Future scholarship should include a larger sample population and focus on the
factors contributing to political capital, the process of its co-construction, and a critical
analysis of the phenomena described in this study. In particular, this research indicates
the literature would benefit from a qualitative interview-based study of Capitol Hill
staffers, political journalists, members of Congress, and outside group leaders. A wider
study should also include triangulation through diverse methodology, particular a
quantitative survey of the same groups. The resulting analysis would benefit not only the
political science literature but American politics more broadly. At a time when our
divisions seem more stark and legislative action more difficult to obtain, a more informed

understanding of the processes that govern Congress would be beneficial to society.

195 See Figure I for a list of factors contributing to political capital.
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APPENDIX A

Email to Initial Respondents

Hi [NAME],

Hope you are doing well! I’'m working on a research study from my graduate program
about Capitol Hill staffers and I thought you might be able to help.

For my research I am interviewing staffers about their perceptions of the political and
policy making process on the Hill, particularly about the concept of political capital. All
would need from participants is about 30 minutes to participate in the interview, either in
person or by phone.

Do you know anyone (who I don’t know personally) that might be willing to participate
in my study?

Best,
Reed
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APPENDIX B

Initial Email to Congressional Staff

Hi [NAME],

I am a graduate researcher at the George Washington University conducting a study
about

Capitol Hill staffers. A staffer recommended I reach out to you about participating in the
study.

For my research I am interviewing staffers about their perceptions of the political and
policy making process on the Hill, particularly about the concept of political capital. All
would need from you is about 30 minutes to participate in the interview, either in person
or by phone.

All of your answers to my questions will be kept entirely confidential. Your name won’t
be linked to the study, you’ll just be assigned a random number. The questions won’t be
about your member, office or anything of that nature, just general questions about
political science concepts.

Would you be willing to participate in my research? If so, we can find a time that works
you in the coming weeks. I can come to you, we can meet somewhere, or we can do it by

phone.

Best,
Reed
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APPENDIX C

Interview Protocol for Congressional Staff

Thank you again for agreeing to take part in this study. I appreciate your willingness to
help me with this research project. As I mentioned, this research concerns the way that
staffers like yourself think about the policy-making process, the media, and political
capital. Some of the questions I’'m going to ask you are specific, asking for concrete
examples, while others are more open-ended. In academia, not much is known about
political capital, so this study seeks to address that. This interview has 3 parts, but it will
hopefully feel more like a conversation. I will let you know as we progress through the
three parts. Part one is just some background about you, part two will ask you about some
basic democratic concepts, and part three will ask you more open-ended questions about
examples you can recall. All of your answers to my questions will be kept entirely
confidential. In other words, your name won’t be recorded, and your answers will never
be linked to you. Even in my notes, you’ll be assigned a random number, rather than a
name. It will be hard for me to write down all that you say, and I want to make sure I get
it all right. So, is it alright if I record our conversation on my phone? This also will only
be linked to you by a number, as to preserve your confidentiality.

[If no] No problem, is it alright if I take handwritten notes?
Great! Let’s get started.
Part 1 — Background
1. To make sure I have it right, can you confirm the member or committee you work
?
2. g);r.l you take a few minutes to discuss your background—how you came to work

on the Hill. Could start by telling me where you are from and where you went to
college?

3. How long have you been in your current position?
4. Have you had other positions on the Hill? If so, what?
5. Can you tell me generally about what your work entails? What do you spend most

of your time doing?

6. Can you tell me a little about how you fit into the picture, either on the committee
or with the member office?

7. Where do you get your news?

Do you talk with the media? On the record? Oftf?

9. Anything else you think would be helpful for me to know about you or your
background?

>

Part 2 — Conceptions of Democracy
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Let’s start with political capital. What is political capital? How do you know
when someone has it?
a. How do others know who has political capital?
b. Who has political capital right now?
Where did they get it? How will they use it?
Who has a role in shaping it?
The role that politicians play?
The role that staffers play?
Public opinion. How would you define that phrase?
a. Where do you think it comes from?
Ideology. What does it mean to you?
Can you tell me a little about your view of the media’s role with Congress?
a. How does the media relate to political capital?
What about activists or advocacy groups? Talk about their role with Congress.
a. How do activists impact political capital?

o a0

Part 3 — Questions about Lay Theories

1.

Can you recall a time that political capital played a role with Congress? Tell me
about it.

a. Did the media cover this?

b. How do you assess what political capital means in that story?

1. Where did that capital come from?

c. Did public opinion play a role? Did activists?
Any other examples of political capital in Congress? Anything else you want to
add about what we’ve talked about? Anything I'm missing?
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