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Scholars of business mobilization emphasize that national, cross-sector employer associations are difficult to create
and maintain in decentralized pluralist polities like the United States. This article considers an unusual case of a
U.S. business group—the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)—that has succeeded in creating a
durable coalition of diverse firms and conservative political activists. This group has emerged since the 1970s
as an important infrastructure for facilitating corporate involvement in the policymaking process across states.
Assessing variation within this group over time through both its successes and missteps, I show the importance
of organizational strategies for cementing political coalitions between otherwise fractious political activists and cor-
porate executives from diverse industries. A shadow comparison between ALEC and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
further serves to reinforce the importance of organizational structure for business association management. My
findings engage with literatures in both American business history and comparative political economy, underscor-
ing the difficulties of forming business coalitions in liberal political economies while also showing how savvy po-
litical entrepreneurs can still successfully unite otherwise fragmented corporate interests. These conclusions, in
turn, have implications for our understanding of business mobilization and corporate influence in politics.

The 1970s were a critical period for the national polit-
ical mobilization of business in the United States.1

Faced with the challenges presented by the growing
regulatory state, labor activism, and a weak economy
plagued by high unemployment and inflation, busi-
ness executives expanded their presence in national
politics and developed new forms of political organi-
zation to influence federal policy. Although political
analysts have largely focused their attention on busi-
nesses’ increasing strength in Washington, corporate
mobilization was not confined to the national level.
During the same period, a number of companies
began working closely with conservative activists to
develop an infrastructure for influencing state legisla-
tion—yet far less attention has focused on this trans-
formation of American politics.2 Over time, this
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durable “conservative-corporate” subnational coali-
tion, represented most clearly by the American Legis-
lative Exchange Council (ALEC), proved to be quite
successful, simultaneously promoting their preferred
policies in statehouses across the country and system-
atically changing the state policy landscape in ways
that disadvantaged their political opponents over
the long run.3

The success of controversial model legislation from
ALEC in Wisconsin that removed collective bargain-
ing rights from most public-sector workers in 2011,
for example, represents just one recent victory for
this organization. At its peak in the mid-2000s,
ALEC could claim nearly a third of all state legislators
as members of the group and could count on the re-
sources of a number of leading conservative political
organizations and several hundred Fortune 500 com-
panies from a diverse array of industries.4 According
to some accounts during this time, the group could
claim authorship of about 600 to 800 introduced
state bills each year and 100 to 200 state laws
ranging across issues as varied as elections, health
care, education, the environment, taxes, and gun
rights.5

ALEC’s success defies a series of important predic-
tions about corporate capacity for collective action in
American politics. Comparative political economists
stress that the United States lacks national and en-
compassing business associations that could proac-
tively lobby on behalf of the business community,
as in more coordinated economies like Denmark
or Sweden.6 This literature expects that American

business groups will either be dominated by sectoral
interests or will be too hamstrung by internal divi-
sions to adopt anything other than lowest common
denominator policy stances; more often than not
this entails simply opposing all government action.
While still a far cry from the corporatist business as-
sociations of Western Europe, ALEC does represent
a much more diverse and legislatively active group
compared with other American business associations
in recent times, like the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
the National Association of Manufacturers, and the
Business Roundtable, which are generally character-
ized as being riddled with too many sectoral cleav-
ages to adequately represent broad segments of the
business community.7 Moreover, ALEC does not
simply oppose government action, but it also proac-
tively lobbies on a range of issues, alongside
political activists.

Aside from comparative political economy, re-
search in business history and economic sociology
also suggests that coordinated business action
should have become more challenging in recent
decades given a fragmentation of corporate interests.8

This line of work argues that American firms faced a
set of shared threats in the 1970s, which prompted
collective action and mobilization. But since that
time, business succeeded in eliminating those
threats—perhaps most notably the specter of aggres-
sive national regulation and labor activism—so that
the original impetus for organization no longer
exists. Yet here too the historical development of
ALEC runs against received wisdom: The group was
least successful in the 1970s and early 1980s (as mea-
sured by revenue, membership, and legislative victo-
ries) and most successful in the decades that
followed, precisely during the waning influence of
other national business groups.

Why, then, has ALEC succeeded where other busi-
ness organizations have failed? And what can ALEC’s
success tell us about the politics of business mobiliza-
tion in the United States? These are the questions I
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address in this article, examining variation in this par-
ticular business coalition over time and drawing on an
especially rich set of previously unreleased docu-
ments from the group. These documents trace
leaders’ decisions across both ALEC’s victories and
missteps, providing insights into the strategies that
the group did and did not consider, as well as the out-
comes of those efforts.

ALEC’s success in the face of these barriers to busi-
ness organization makes it a case that defies explana-
tion by existing theories for business association
behavior, and thus offers an opportunity to better un-
derstand the mechanisms for firm mobilization in
U.S. politics. As comparative historical methodolo-
gists have emphasized, unusual cases such as this
one can provide crucial leverage for scholars to
explore the limits of existing theoretical models and
to generate new propositions that might apply to a
broader universe of cases.9 To this end, I identify
three associational strategies deployed by ALEC’s
leaders to unite otherwise disparate business interests.
I argue that the deployment of these three strategies
can better explain the variation in the organization’s
development—and especially its successes—than
either the comparative political economy or business
history theories of corporate mobilization. First, I find
that ALEC was most successful at attracting firms
when it was able to make a compelling case for why
the group could offer selective benefits to its
members that companies would not be able to
procure in other business associations. By positioning
its services as selective goods to individual firms,
ALEC was able to overcome the collective action prob-
lems inherent in corporate political mobilization that
other scholars have extensively documented. Firms
would not be able to leverage ALEC’s extensive
network of state lawmakers—an area in which ALEC
enjoyed a relative monopoly—if they were not dues-
paying members of the group.

Next, I identify a role for internal differentiation
within ALEC as a mechanism for resolving disputes
between its member firms with conflicting policy
preferences. Aside from the collective action prob-
lems faced by political groups when they seek to
attract the support of individual firms, groups must
grapple with the fact that many firms may have differ-
ent and often divergent preferences for policy. By
creating an organizational structure that divided re-
sponsibility for developing legislation into discrete
issue task forces, each operating relatively autono-
mously from one another, ALEC was able to reduce
conflicts between businesses with potentially oppos-
ing interests. And within each task force, there was

further differentiation between firms; businesses
that contributed more to the group were given
greater voice in crafting legislative proposals. This in
turn provided a clear procedure for adjudicating—
and ultimately preventing—conflicts within task
forces, again addressing the problems of mobilizing
firms with varying policy preferences in the context
of a fragmented corporate sector.

Last, I argue that the group was most successful
when it could design policy proposals that achieved
not only short-term, substantive objectives for busi-
nesses, but that also shifted the terrain on which
future policy battles were waged by disadvantaging
the group’s political opponents, or by advantaging
its allies. In this way, the ALEC coalition was able to,
over time, change the structure of state politics in
ways that would benefit the group in later policy
struggles.

These three strategies help to make sense of an
anomalous case of business mobilization in American
politics. And aside from its substantive relevance for
understanding the history of U.S. business and poli-
tics, a closer understanding of this case can provide
important insights for students of business power
and comparative political economy. In particular, it il-
luminates the sources of variation in the structure of
business political coalitions, highlighting concepts
that could be fruitfully deployed to understand busi-
ness mobilization and partnerships with political ac-
tivists in other countries and historical periods.
These organizational strategies may be especially
useful in understanding business coalitions in
liberal market economy countries, like the United
States, previously thought to have only weak capacities
for collective business action.10

THEORIES OF BUSINESS COALITION MANAGEMENT

What explains the conditions under which national
business groups representing a diverse array of
sectors, promoting a proactive policy agenda, and fos-
tering close ties between corporate and political
leaders can emerge? The comparative political
economy literature gives a clear set of answers to
these questions that are rooted in the institutional
configuration of national polities, specifically the
structure of party systems and the centralization of
the state.11 In countries with proportional representa-
tion and multiparty political systems, dedicated busi-
ness parties on the right help to organize business
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into national and encompassing groups to support
their political ambitions. The development of na-
tional business groups is further aided by the central-
ization of state authority, as firms will have a stronger
incentive to organize at the national, rather than the
regional, level. Both of these theories bode poorly for
the fate of nationally organized business groups in the
United States. The American two-party system divides
employers between the Democrats and Republicans,
making it harder to achieve the coordination of inter-
ests necessary for the creation and maintenance of
enduring national corporate coalitions. Moreover,
the federal system of governance in the United
States ought to encourage firm action at the state,
rather than the national, level, further impeding the
possibilities for cross-state coordination.

While these explanations provide a great deal of an-
alytical leverage to understand variation in the mobi-
lization of business across countries, these theories
have less to say about variation over time within the
United States given stability in political institutions.
Thus any instance of sustained national and encom-
passing business mobilization, such as ALEC, would
be unaccounted for by these theories. Indeed, in
some ways ALEC is especially puzzling from this per-
spective precisely because it is a national group in-
tended to coordinate policy activity at the state and
regional level; far from hampering the development
of ALEC, the presence of federalism in the United
States was actually the basis for the development of
the group.

A second set of explanations for business mobiliza-
tion emerges from the business history literature,
perhaps most prominently the work of Mark Mizru-
chi, Benjamin Waterhouse, and David Vogel.12 Both
Waterhouse and Vogel emphasize the importance of
shared threats to employers as a motivation for
otherwise fragmented business interests to form cross-
industry, national groups to advance their interests in
the policymaking process. In both of their accounts,
American firms in varied industries faced an increas-
ingly hostile political landscape from the mid-1960s to
the early 1970s. Under pressure from consumer and
environmental movements, politicians from both
parties began enacting sweeping new regulatory
regimes addressing motor vehicle safety, lending
practices, pharmaceutical production, pollution,
and occupational health and safety. These threats,
and specifically the fact that they crossed traditional
sectoral lines, motivated managers to engage in the
policymaking process by developing new national
business groups and strategies for influencing law-
makers. Although this timeline is consistent with cre-
ation of ALEC—conservative leaders formed the
group in 1973 in response to the rising threat of

liberal state policy networks, especially state public-
sector labor unions—it is inconsistent with the
group’s evolution over time. As I will explain, the
group was most successful in the late 1980s through
the mid-2000s, precisely the juncture when the
threat to business had diminished, thanks to the sus-
tained thrust of mobilization in earlier years, and
when Waterhouse and Mizruchi argue that business
lost its capacity for coordinated, cross-sectoral policy
activism.

If electoral institutions, federalism, and shared po-
litical threats cannot explain the rise and develop-
ment of ALEC, what can? I argue that the answer
lies with the structure of the organization itself and,
in particular, the strategies that its leaders deployed
to overcome the obstacles to coordinated business
action in the United States that I have just described.
Perhaps the most pressing problem for ALEC’s
leaders to address was that firms faced few incentives
to join any one business group in the United States,
presenting a classic dilemma of collective action and
organizational maintenance. In contrast to corporat-
ist countries, there are no U.S. business associations
with recognized authority to bargain with national
or state governments. Thus unlike in those more
organized economies, groups cannot implicitly or ex-
plicitly compel individual firms to join. How, then,
can political entrepreneurs obtain the support of cor-
porate leaders? The strategy I emphasize draws on
Mancur Olson’s canonical solution to this puzzle:
Business political coalitions must offer selective bene-
fits to their corporate members that those members
cannot receive elsewhere.13 In essence, business asso-
ciations that seek to build long-term relationships
between firms and political leaders in the United
States have to make the case to managers that mem-
bership entails benefits that firms could not receive
in other associations or on their own. In the case of
ALEC, the group’s leaders came to recognize that
they could market their organization as granting
firms the ability to simultaneously pursue the same
policies across many different states without firms
having to establish a lobbying presence in each state.

But even if a business group manages to secure
a broad membership of firms from across many dif-
ferent sectors, political entrepreneurs still face a
second obstacle to maintaining that coalition over
time. Firms, and even firms within the same industry,
may have very different policy preferences that they
seek to pursue through the business association.
There are two general kinds of conflicts that
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businesses might face within an encompassing group.
First, companies might prefer a policy that runs
directly against the interests of other corporate
members of the group. For instance, a group repre-
senting both health care providers and insurers
might face the challenge that the economic interests
of those two sectors come into conflict with one
another; while providers have an incentive to maxi-
mize their payments, and thus their profits, insurers
have an opposing interest to minimize payments to
doctors. A second problem is that even if firms do
not hold directly opposing policy preferences, compa-
nies may still differ in their prioritization of various
proposals. Thus an energy company might seek pref-
erential contracts from state governments, and while
retailers might not directly oppose that proposal,
those retail firms might see little to gain from in-
vesting their resources to advance a policy that is ir-
relevant to their own firms’ bottom lines. James
Q. Wilson identified this problem clearly in Political
Organizations, arguing that “if creating and maintain-
ing a business association in a single industry is diffi-
cult, launching a general, or ‘umbrella’ business
association is doubly so. Any organization that seeks
to speak politically for all, or any substantial part, of
businessmen will confront the fact that the particular
interests of various firms are often in conflict.”14

These two kinds of cleavages have prevented many
American business groups from advancing proactive
policy proposals. As Mark Smith has highlighted in
his analysis of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, only
a minority of policy issues—3 percent of all enacted
laws from 1953 to 1992—could unify that organiza-
tion’s corporate members.15 Given the challenge of
representing firms with varied interests, most associa-
tions instead choose to cater to “lowest common
denominator” legislative priorities, such as simply re-
sisting taxes or regulations, rather than developing
and promoting new policy initiatives. National busi-
ness associations, in Cathie Jo Martin’s felicitous for-
mulation, are “like feisty two-year-olds . . . good at
saying no . . . but bad at saying yes.”16 To overcome
the diversity of interests within national business
groups, I argue that political entrepreneurs must es-
tablish clear decision rules that specify how conflicts
of firm preferences will be adjudicated. Without
those rules, groups will be saddled by the need to con-
tinually decide which firms’ priorities will be
honored. ALEC’s leaders, as I will describe, would
create a highly delegated structure of task forces
that permitted its policy agenda to be set by the
firms most invested in each policy domain. Moreover,
within each task force, the group established a clear
decision rule for which firms would have the last say

over conflicts: Firms that offered greater contri-
butions to the group through annual dues and fees
would be more likely to have their proposals pro-
moted by the organization.

The final impediment to the persistence and legis-
lative success of national business coalitions is the
need not only to appeal to the short-run interests of
firms, but also to ensure that the organization
remains politically successful in later periods. This
priority is problematic because individual firms may
have strong incentives to underinvest in the sort of
legislative priorities that would result in organization-
al success in the future, rather than the present or
near term—that is, the long-run interests of any indi-
vidual firm might not be aligned with the long-run in-
terests of an association.17 Thus durable business
coalitions must not only satisfy the short-run prefer-
ences of their members, but also ensure that they
are changing the political landscape in ways that
can facilitate future victories by the organization.
This strategy could be thought of as a form of political
or institutional investment, as described by Steven
Teles18 and Daniel Galvin,19 where actors incur short-
run costs (or delay benefits) in order to reap larger
returns in the future.20 In the organization I
examine, political leaders settled on a set of legislative
priorities that both appealed to corporate members
and disadvantaged ALEC’s political opponents, espe-
cially public-sector labor unions, thus ensuring
ALEC’s continuing political success.

Although I describe these three strategies as collec-
tively necessary for the persistence and success of
durable business coalitions, it is important to note
that I do not argue that the implementation of
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Battle for Control of the Law (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2010). On organizational maintenance imperatives, see
Wilson, Political Organizations.
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Lawyers and the Dynamics of Political Investment,” Studies in Amer-
ican Political Development 23 (2009): 61–83.

19. Daniel J. Galvin, “The Transformation of Political Institu-
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in the National Party Committees,” Studies in American Political Devel-
opment 26 (2012): 50–70.

20. In addition, see Terry Moe’s concept of “structural choice”
in bureaucratic design in Terry Moe, “The Politics of Structural
Choice: Toward a Theory of Public Bureaucracy,” in Organization
Theory: From Chester Barnard to the Present and Beyond, ed. Oliver
E. Williamson (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 116–
53. See also the “second face of institutions” in Terry Moe,
“Power and Political Institutions,” Perspectives on Politics 3 (2005):
215–33. Finally, see Paul Pierson’s discussion of power as a mecha-
nism for promoting path dependence, Paul Pierson, “Power and
Path Dependence,” (Cambridge, MIT: Paper Presented at the Sym-
posium on Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social Sciences,
2013).
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these strategies occurred in a functionalist or pre-
ordained manner. Organizational leaders within
ALEC did not immediately arrive at these strategies
as ways of overcoming the various obstacles that I
have described. Rather, key leaders experimented
with various strategies, not all of which were ultimately
successful, much as what Steven Teles has described
in the rise of the conservative legal movement: “Devel-
oping an alternative governing coalition . . . is an ex-
traordinarily difficult process, and one that is likely
to be characterized by significant mistakes, long
periods of learning and lesson-drawing, and signifi-
cant lags between the emergence of opportunities
and their effective exploitation.”21 Social learning
was thus an important driver of organizational
change, as leaders drew on their past failures and suc-
cesses. An important catalyst for this learning process
was organizational failure, manifested in the case of
ALEC as repeated financial crises.22 Moreover, early
experiences with successes, such as one I will describe
with state liability insurance reform, prompted ALEC
leaders to repeat certain strategies in subsequent
years.23 Last, ALEC also borrowed some of its institu-
tional structures from the private and public
sectors.24 Participation in a Reagan-era initiative on
federalism, for instance, institutionalized the use of
delegated task forces within the group that were
focused on specific policy domains, helping to
address the issue of division of labor between
diverse firms interested in very different policy
agendas. And when ALEC sought to build stronger
support in the corporate community, its leaders
drew up a proposal to run the organization more
like a firm, conceptualizing its services as products
to sell to members.

In the following empirical sections, I describe
the creation of ALEC and its initial missteps from
1973 to the late 1980s, and then move to describing
the subsequent period from the 1990s to the mid-
2000s when its leaders were able to successfully
deploy the three organizational strategies I have out-
lined above. Across both historical periods, I consider
how the organization fared along three dimensions—
the size of its budget, the breadth of its membership
and its legislative successes—to gauge the durability
and persistence of the group, which I expect to be

weaker in the initial periods when ALEC did not
deploy these three strategies and much stronger in
the latter period when its leaders arrived at these or-
ganizational reforms. I conclude the empirical analy-
sis with a shadow comparison between ALEC and the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce to further develop the
importance of organizational strategies for associa-
tional membership and success over time.

A BUSINESS COALITION FORMS AND INITIALLY
FLOUNDERS: 1973–1989

As David Vogel has chronicled in his canonical
account of business mobilization in the United
States, “during the first half of the 1970s, the business
community found itself increasingly frustrated by the
decline in its ability to affect the direction of public
policy.”25 Vogel quoted General Foods’ chairman as
lamenting that “business was getting kicked around
compared to labor, consumer and other groups and
the constant cry within the business community was,
‘How come we can’t get together and make our
voices heard?’”26 Over the next decade, business did
exactly that, investing heavily to strengthen their pre-
viously anemic presence in Washington, DC, and de-
veloping new strategies for influencing national
legislators, such as mobilizing small businesses.27

These investments paid off handsomely, as business
succeeded in defeating the key national priorities of
labor in the 1970s, such as more expansive union or-
ganizing rights and progressive tax reform, as well as
the goals of the consumer rights movement, such as
the creation of a new consumer protection agency.28

The 1970s were also a crucial period in the develop-
ment of the conservative movement, with right-
leaning political leaders developing new institutions
to influence public policy and developing linkages
with corporate groups.29

One group that formed in the 1970s that would
later become a key member of the state-level coalition
between conservative political activists and the
business community was the American Legislative Ex-
change Council (ALEC). Paul Weyrich, a conservative
activist and an organizational architect for the
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Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2007); Lisa McGirr, Suburban Warriors:
The Origins of the New American Right (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2001); Mizruchi, The Fracturing of the American Corporate
Elite; Andrew Rich, Think Tanks, Public Policy, and the Politics of Exper-
tise (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
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political right, was an early proponent of the idea of a
group of conservative state legislators.30 Weyrich
would later be credited with the creation of a
number of other important conservative policy insti-
tutions, perhaps most notably the Heritage Founda-
tion, with which ALEC would share resources and
an office for many years.31 The other organizers
of ALEC included prominent national and state
elected officials involved in the conservative
movement.32

The motivation of many of these political leaders
was the perception of an increasingly liberal bent to
other national associations of state lawmakers, like
the National Society of State Legislators, as well as
the rise of new liberal groups, especially public-sector
labor unions (and particularly teachers’ unions),
which had a formidable presence in state government
but were also part of a national federation and thus
could quickly disseminate policy proposals across
the states.33 Sam Brunelli, a conservative activist and
executive director of ALEC, lamented that at the
time of ALEC’s founding,

the substantial policy initiatives taking place in
the increasingly important state capitals have
been and are generally liberal. It is ironic
that one of our movement’s great successes—
the resurgence of federalism—presents us

with one of our greatest, and yet unmet, chal-
lenges. Conservatism is weakest at the local
level. . . . Government at the state and local
level is still overwhelmingly controlled by lib-
erals, in large part because conservatives
have concentrated too much of their attention
and energy on Washington.34

Brunelli argued that in contrast to the conservative
movement, “liberals understood the importance of
the states some time ago,” and that liberal state legis-
lators “are supported by a vast array of special interest
groups that have been active in the states for a long
time,” perhaps most notably public-sector unions
(and especially the National Education Associa-
tion).35 The empirical record backs up Brunelli’s per-
ception of a lack of conservative or business groups
focused on the states: According to a survey commis-
sioned by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce in 1965,
only 7 percent of business groups reported having
an exclusive focus on lobbying state government,
compared to 35 percent focused on lobbying the
federal government.36 ALEC, in Brunelli’s view,
would remedy this imbalance by providing an infra-
structure of support to respond to liberal (and espe-
cially labor-backed) legislation and by proactively
generating new conservative and pro-business legisla-
tion to disseminate across the states.

These two goals are reflected in ALEC’s original
bylaws, which described the organization’s mission
as to “assist legislators in the states by sharing research
information and staff support facilities; establish a
clearinghouse for bills at the state level, and provide
for a bill exchange program; disseminate model legis-
lation and promote the introduction of companion
bills in Congress and state legislatures; [and] formu-
late legislative action programs.”37

But while the general goals of ALEC had been es-
tablished at this point, it had not yet used these objec-
tives to differentiate itself from other conservative
groups or business associations. Rather than focusing
on ALEC’s ability to promote business-backed, con-
servative policy ideas across statehouses—something
that other groups were poorly equipped to do—in
its initial years, ALEC generally focused on respond-
ing to the liberal policy ideas of the day at the national
level. And, reflecting the personal priority of social
issues for co-founder Paul Weyrich, as well as the
strong ties of ALEC’s initial leaders to the social

30. Bruce Weber, “Paul Weyrich, 66, a Conservative Strategist,
Dies,” The New York Times, December 18, 2008. Note, however,
that Alan Crawford describes the founding of ALEC slightly differ-
ently. According to Crawford, Illinois Representative Donald Totten
initially created the organization, “which would function as a clear-
inghouse of legislative research for state legislators” along with
Juanita Bartnett, an Illinois Republican activist, who Crawford de-
scribes as the group’s first executive director. Totten and Bartnett
were approached by the Sarah Scaife Family Charitable Trusts,
which offered a sizeable grant to ALEC—with the condition that
ALEC add Paul Weyrich and Edwin Feulner (Heritage Foundation
cofounders) to the board. That addition, according to Bartnett’s
account, drove the group in a much more political direction. See
Alan Crawford, Thunder on the Right (New York: Pantheon, 1981).

31. National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, “Special
Report.”

32. William A. Hunter, The “New Right”: A Growing Force in State
Politics (Washington, DC: The Conference on Alternative State and
Local Policies and the Center to Protect Workers’ Rights, 1980);
ALEC, “Jeffersonian Ideas in Action! 25th Anniversary Annual
Meeting,” 1998, Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California,
San Francisco; Natural Resource Defense Council, “Corporate
America’s Trojan Horse in the States: The Untold Story Behind
the American Legislative Exchange Council” (Washington, DC: Na-
tional Resource Defense Council and Defenders of Wildlife, 2002).
The heavy involvement of politicians (and former politicians) in
forming ALEC is consistent with most other business associations
in the United States and elsewhere. As Martin and Swank have
argued, individual firms are often too disorganized to form their
own associations without the direction of elected officials, who
themselves often have strong electoral motivations for the establish-
ment of business groups (Martin and Swank, The Political Construc-
tion of Business Interests).

33. ALEC, “Jeffersonian Ideas in Action!,” 14. On the history of
the NCSL, see Karl T. Kurtz, “The History of Us,” State Legislatures
(July/August 1999).

34. Sam Brunelli, “State Legislatures: The Next Conservative
Battleground,” (Washington, DC: Heritage Foundation, 1990), 2.

35. On the development of public-sector unions, see Alexis
N. Walker, “Labor’s Enduring Divide: The Distinct Path of Public
Sector Unions in the United States,” Studies in American Political
Development 28 (2014): 175–200.

36. U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Members Appraise Associations
(Washington, DC: Association Service Department, Chamber of
Commerce of the United States, 1965).

37. ALEC, “American Legislative Exchange Council Bylaws,”
form 990, pt. VI, line 77 (2007).
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conservative movement, ALEC prioritized the defeat
of high-profile liberal social policies, such as the
passage of the Equal Rights Amendment, abortion
rights, gun control, DC voting rights in Congress,
and gay rights.38 The heavily socially conservative
tone of ALEC’s initial work is conveyed in the
account of a group of Minnesota state legislators
who attended one of ALEC’s first meetings on
welfare reform. Those lawmakers had hoped to
learn about new solutions for controlling state
welfare costs, but instead were dismayed to discover
that the group served as “nothing more than a cam-
paign school for far right political candidates.”39 I
heard a similar account from a conservative Southern
state lawmaker I interviewed, who attended one ALEC
meeting in the group’s early years only to find that the
group was too conservative even for him. In a sign of
just how desperate the group was to build its member-
ship in these years, however, that lawmaker was later
listed as not only being a member of ALEC, but also
as having served in a leadership position in the
group—even though his participation was limited to
attending a single conference as an observer.40

What little economic policy ALEC did cover in
these early years focused either on very general
changes in state economic policy—such as produc-
ing estimates of the fiscal and regulatory impact of
potential legislation—or symbolic gestures, like
calling for a constitutional balanced budget amend-
ment, creating a right to private property in state
constitutions, or calling for “free enterprise” educa-
tion in schools.41 Such initiatives were not only of
little substantive importance, but they also did little
to change the state political landscape in ways that
would benefit the group in later years; that is, they

did little to invest in the group’s “organizational
maintenance” imperatives.

Similarly, ALEC had little to offer most individual
firms in these years, which were uninterested in
wading into controversial debates over social issues.
Indeed, writing about ALEC and other new state-
based conservative groups in 1980, one commentator
observed that the “potential allies with which [ALEC
and other new conservative groups] have been most
frustrated with is the moderate business comm-
unity.”42 As a result, most of ALEC’s funding in its
early years came from conservative foundation
grants, as opposed to corporate membership fees.43

These foundation grants were small and tended to
be earmarked for specific projects, especially related
to social policies like civic literacy and education.44

Reflecting that lack of appeal to firms and reliance
on foundation grants, ALEC had only a small staff,
membership roll, and budget in these early years—
starting with only two volunteer employees, thirteen
legislative members, and an annual budget of
$2,700 (nearly $14,000 in 2012 dollars; all subsequent
dollar figures are in 2012 dollars).45 The legislative
success of the group was very limited as well. As one
investigative report conducted by a teachers’ union
summed up in 1982, “except for laws requiring
student proficiency testing” (which was a major prior-
ity of ALEC’s foundation backers), “the group’s track
record in getting its legislation enacted is not all that
impressive.”46 One advantage, however, to the group’s
shallow corporate support was that it did not need to
find ways of navigating conflicts between firms;
records do not indicate substantial conflicts between
the companies that were members of the group in
these years.

ALEC’s mediocre organizational performance
would begin to change in the mid-1980s, as its
leaders launched efforts to forge deeper ties with
the business community.47 It was aided in this en-
deavor by its tax-exempt status, meaning that dona-
tions to the group, including those from individual

38. Donald P. Baker, “Conservatives Unite to Oppose D.C.
Amendment,” Washington Post, December 3, 1978; Hunter, The
“New Right.” ALEC had strong ties at its inception to the American
Conservative Union (ACU), and its early directors included
Stanton Evans, of the Union, and Edward Fuelner of the Heritage
Foundation. Similarly, ALEC’s initial executive director, Kathy
Teague, was a leader of Paul Weyrich’s Free Congress Research
and Education Foundation (Hunter, The “New Right,” 63–64).
The defeat of the DC voting rights amendment was an important
victory for ALEC, which was credited as having an important role
to play in the opposition movement (see, e.g., Hunter, The “New
Right,” 63–64). It would use many of the same tactics it developed
to defeat the amendment in later legislative campaigns (see, e.g.,
Baker, “Conservatives Unite to Oppose D.C. Amendment”;
Natural Resource Defense Council, “Corporate America’s Trojan
Horse in the States”).

39. Quoted in Hunter, The “New Right,” 68.
40. Author interview with former Tennessee state legislator,

September 15, 2015.
41. ALEC, “1977 Suggested State Legislation” (Washington,

DC: American Legislative Exchange Council, 1976); ALEC,
“1978–79 Suggested State Legislation” (Washington, DC: American
Legislative Exchange Council, 1977); ALEC, “The Source Book of
American State Legislation,” (Washington, DC: American Legisla-
tive Exchange Council, 1979); ALEC, “The Source Book of Ameri-
can State Legislation 1981–82,” (Washington, DC: American
Legislative Exchange Council, 1980).

42. Hunter, The “New Right,” 20.
43. Ninety-five percent of ALEC’s funding in 1982 came from

either grants or contributions, as opposed to membership or con-
ference fees, according to ALEC’s 1982 Annual Report. ALEC,
“American Legislative Exchange Council 1982 Annual Report,”
Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California, San Francisco.

44. “John M. Olin Foundation 1985 Annual Report,” container
50, People for the American Way Collection, University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, Bancroft Library; “John M. Olin Foundation 1989
Annual Report,” container 50, People for the American Way Collec-
tion, University of California, Berkeley Bancroft Library.

45. ALEC, “Jeffersonian Ideas in Action!,” 8.
46. Gene Bryant, “Profile of a New Right Group: American

Legislative Exchange Council,” TEA PRgram, 1982, container 6, p.
4, People for the American Way Collection, University of California,
Berkeley Bancroft Library.

47. Hunter, The “New Right”; Natural Resource Defense
Council, “Corporate America’s Trojan Horse in the States.”
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firms, could be written off of a donor’s tax bill.48 One
early episode that demonstrated to ALEC’s leaders
the value of attracting corporate backers came from
the group’s involvement in a coalition promoting
state liability insurance reform.49 The experience
the group had in this coalition would provide an-
important template for ALEC’s strategies in later
decades, in particular, the advantages of marketing
itself as offering a distinct set of benefits to firms
that those companies could not obtain from other
business associations.

The impetus for state insurance reform came from
the fact that premiums for general liability insurance
skyrocketed during the early 1980s, increasing the
amount that entities as diverse as state and municipal
governments, manufacturers, medical providers, and
day care centers needed to pay for their insurance
coverage.50 While insurers and corporate purchasers
of insurance blamed the tort system, pointing to friv-
olous lawsuits and calling for tighter caps on tort
claims, trial lawyers and consumer advocacy groups
responded by blaming the insurers and proposing
tighter regulation of the insurance market.51

ALEC entered the debate by working closely with
private insurers and other businesses calling for
tighter restrictions on tort claims, operating against
consumer advocates and labor unions. It found its
niche in the newly formed American Tort Reform As-
sociation acting as the main conduit between groups
like the American Society of Association Executives,
the National Federation of Independent Business,
and the Mechanical Contractors Association to state
legislatures.52 As ALEC’s executive director explained
at the time, “The states are the prime focus. . . .There
are more than 1,000 bills out there addressing the
issue.”53 ALEC’s lobbying blitz ultimately paid off:
after the campaign, twenty-three states would
introduce caps for tort suit damages, thirty-four
states would limit, or even ban, tort suit punitive
damages, and thirty-eight states would introduce a
maximum amount for which a defendant could be
held liable.54 The tort reform coalition ultimately

brought a number of new corporate members
within the ALEC fold as well; the group’s civil
justice initiative now included Amoco, the Alliance
of American Insurers, the National Federation of
Independent Business, the Chemical Manufacturers
Association, and the National Association of Indepen-
dent Insurers.55

Building in part on the lessons of its tort reform
effort, ALEC also established close ties to the
tobacco industry, which at the time was seeking to
curb state regulation of their products.56 ALEC, for
example, hosted a 1986 seminar for state legislators
on the issue, which argued that there was “no persua-
sive scientific evidence that substantiates a causal or
exacerbating relationship between environmental
tobacco smoke exposure and chronic health distur-
bances . . . we seriously delude ourselves if we
believe that the health implications of poor indoor
air will be magically eliminated, even significantly
ameliorated, by banning smoking.”57 Instead, ALEC
recommended that states needed to adopt stiffer
indoor ventilation standards that required technology
produced by another firm affiliated with ALEC.58 The
tobacco industry would provide an important source
of funding for the group for many decades to come.

While the antismoking ban campaigns ultimately
failed, the overall effort of reaching out to individual
firms paid off handsomely for ALEC itself. Thanks to
new corporate members such as Edison Electric,
Procter & Gamble, Mary Kay Cosmetics, Eli Lilly,
Adolph Coors, and Atlantic Richmond, ALEC had
amassed a budget of nearly $3 million and a staff of
twenty by the mid- to late 1980s.59 Boasted ALEC’s
executive director: “I have more big corporations
who want to see me, get involved and become
members than we can practically cope with.”60

These firms participated in ALEC as leaders on the
newly created private-sector advisory board, as indi-
vidual members, as donors for the group’s annual

48. Of course, this tax-exempt status also prohibited ALEC
from engaging in lobbying or other overt political activities, a dis-
tinction that ALEC certainly would stretch to the limit.

49. On the history of tort reform in the 1980s, see Congressio-
nal Budget Office, “The Effects of Tort Reform: Evidence from the
States” (The Congress of the United States, Washington, DC, 2004).

50. Robert Hunter, “Reform Insurance, Not Liability Law;
Taming the Latest Insurance ‘Crisis,’” New York Times, April 13,
1986.

51. Marcus D. Rosenbaum, “The Crisis Does Exist. . .but Insur-
ance Reform Is Possible,” New York Times, June 18, 1986.

52. Diane M. Landis, “Associations: January 27th,” Washington
Post, January 27, 1986.

53. Quoted in Nicholas D. Kristof, “Insurance Woes Spur Many
States to Amend Law on Liability Suits,” New York Times, March 31,
1986.

54. Congressional Budget Office, “The Effects of Tort Reform:
Evidence from the States,” ix.

55. ALEC, “Risk and the Civil Justice System: The Crisis in Tort
Law,” 1986, carton 6, folder 16, People for the American Way Col-
lection, University of California, Berkeley Bancroft Library.

56. ALEC, “Letter from Kathleen Teague to Raymond
A. Oliverio,” 1979, container 6, p. 4, People for the American
Way Collection, University of California, Berkeley Bancroft
Library; ALEC, “Letter from Kathleen Teague to Samuel
D. Chilcote, Jr.,” 1984, container 6, People for the American Way
Collection, University of California, Berkeley Bancroft Library.
1983–1984 is the first year I could identify when the Tobacco Insti-
tute, the tobacco industry’s main policy lobbying group, donated to
ALEC.

57. ALEC, “Clearing the Air: The Environmental Tobacco
Smoke Debate,” The State Factor 12, no. 5 (1986), Legacy Tobacco
Archives, University of California, San Francisco.

58. Ibid.
59. Dennis Farney, “New Right Group Promotes Reagan Ideol-

ogy in State Capitols from Boise to Baton Rouge,” Wall Street Journal,
August 7, 1985.

60. Quoted in Neal R. Peirce and Robert Guskind, “The New
Right Takes Its Political Show on the Road to Win Power in the
States,” National Journal, October 13, 1984.
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meetings, and as sponsors of other events for state
lawmakers.

Yet ALEC’s pride in its increasingly successful cor-
porate relations masked continued tensions between
its policy advocacy activities around controversial
social issues and the preferences of its new corporate
members. While acknowledging his company’s strong
support of ALEC’s state activities, Rick Rothschild,
director of government affairs for Sears, Roebuck &
Company, explained, “I’m aware of no corporation
that has a position on social issues.” Another corpo-
rate governmental affairs officer was even blunter:
“We like ALEC’s conservatism and probusiness atti-
tude. But abortion, school prayer and the like are
just not issues for us. We nod and accept the rest of
it but we aren’t supportive of it. You have to grin
and bear it.”61 Ultimately, these more moderate busi-
ness preferences on social policy prevailed, and ALEC
began to shift away from its focus on such controver-
sial issues. By the mid-1980s, for example, its suggest-
ed legislation source books no longer included new
proposals to restrict abortions.62

As the concept of selective benefits helps to illus-
trate, ALEC was most successful at attracting business
support when it could promote policies that financial-
ly benefited individual firms and sectors, rather than
ideologically oriented social-issue legislation of little
interest to corporate managers.63 But of course, the
selective benefits that ALEC was increasingly offering
to firms went beyond a shifting focus to economic,
rather than social, issues: Even in its earlier years,
the group promoted legislation related to fiscal and
economic policy. The key distinction was that in the
later period, the economic policies that ALEC was
promoting went beyond broad issues important to
free-market, conservative policy advocates, like
careful state review of federal grants (a proposal fea-
tured in the 1977 book of suggested state policy) to
very detailed proposals dealing with business oppor-
tunities for specific firms and sectors, such as
private contracting of public transportation systems
or the use of drug testing in workplaces, provided
by private laboratories, both discussed at the 1989
annual conference.64

ALEC also experimented with new organizational
forms in the 1980s that would prove critical in later
periods. Inspired in part by the structure of President
Ronald Reagan’s Task Force on Federalism (in which
many ALEC leaders participated), ALEC institution-
alized internal “task forces” to facilitate discussion
around specific policy issues between legislators,
private businesses, and ALEC staff.65 This was an
idea that had only been casually used before the
late 1980s, according to one group leader—task
forces were only “loosely organized” and tended to
come in and out of existence depending on the prior-
ities ALEC was pushing in any given year.66 The initial
task forces focused on civil justice (especially the tort
reform agenda), health care (especially medical
savings accounts), and telecommunications policy.
As we shall see in the next section, these task forces
would become an important route for businesses to
directly define ALEC’s legislative priorities in the
coming decades, helping to market ALEC’s selective
benefits to companies that might not otherwise join
the group, as well as managing interfirm conflicts
that threatened to undermine the group’s success.

A direct reason for the formation of the task forces
was to build greater appeal for corporate members to
generate more revenue for the group, according to
the ALEC leader who developed the task-force
model. Before he arrived in the late 1980s, ALEC
leaders “would raise money around a certain project
and nothing else would be funded,” leaving the
group “mortgaged to the hilt” when this leader
arrived in the 1980s. The task forces, this leader envi-
sioned, would help firms to become “much more in-
volved” in the group by giving corporate executives
the opportunity to “come where the [policy]
action” was most relevant for their particular firm.67

This was a clear moment of social learning, where
the group’s leaders explicitly cited past failures as
the basis for future strategy, and it provides a useful
counterfactual for my analysis: had ALEC not institu-
tionalized the task forces at this juncture, it seems
likely that the group would not have been able to
attract more firms and more revenue—and might
have gone under, given its liabilities.

GROWING PAINS AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF NEW
STRATEGIES: 1990–2011

If the 1970s marked the formation of ALEC, and the
1980s saw ALEC’s transformation from a collective of
mostly socially conservative activists into a coalition of
conservatives and corporate interests, then the 1990s

61. Ibid. (both quotes).
62. ALEC, “The Source Book of American State Legislation

1981–82.”
63. See also the following quote from Michael Byrd, a lobbyist

for the National Council of State Legislatures on ALEC: “The orig-
inal core were very right wing, but they have tried to temper some of
that to be more acceptable. Still, if you look at the issues that they
really beat the drums on, they tend to be pro-business, and
almost on the far right” National Committee for Responsive Philan-
thropy, “Special Report,” 12.

64. For the federal grant review proposal, see ALEC, “The
Source Book of American State Legislation.” For the public trans-
portation and drug testing proposals, see “ALEC 1989 Annual
Meeting” (Washington, DC, 1989).

65. ALEC, “Jeffersonian Ideas in Action!”
66. Author interview with former ALEC leader, September 30,

2015.
67. Author interview with former ALEC leader, September 30,

2015.
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were a period of rapid expansion and consolidation of
ALEC’s operations. ALEC entered the decade with a
membership base of around 2,400 legislators (out of
7,600 nationwide), more than 250 firms, and annual
revenues of about $7 million, roughly double the
revenue the organization received in the late 1980s.68

The vast majority of this income was generated by do-
nations from corporate members through dues and
conference sponsorships, although ALEC continued
to receive support from conservative foundations, es-
pecially those associated with the Coors, Olin, Scaife,
Koch, Milliken, and Bradley families.69 Still, as we
shall see, the group carried considerable debt from
its earlier era, when it was not as focused on attracting
corporate support as it would later be.70 This debt
would generate an important source of pressure on
the organization to continue to change its structure
to attract and retain corporate backers.

Notwithstanding ALEC’s considerable legacy costs,
the group’s growing influence in the states during the
early 1990s was readily apparent. In the 1990–1991
legislative session, a total of 240 ALEC model bills
were introduced (with at least one in each state); of
those, ninety-two bills were enacted in forty-six
states, for a passage rate of 38 percent (20 percent
higher than the average for all state legislation).71

The success of ALEC led one progressive leader to
lament to a journalist that “big business is extraordi-
narily well-organized at the state level. The more pro-
gressive community has got to get organized, because
frankly we’re being taken to the cleaners.”72

ALEC’s task forces were quickly becoming a central
component of its organization, too, changing from
being mere clearinghouses for discussions between
ALEC members to formal bodies that each had
their own official memberships, boards of state legis-
lators and private firms, and annual meetings.73

These task forces, covering health care, tax and
fiscal policy, civil justice, education, commerce and
economic development, criminal justice and public
safety, energy and the environment, telecommunica-
tions and IT, and trade and transportation, would
now be individually responsible for producing and
disseminating model bills directly to state legislatures.

This fit with a broader effort on the part of ALEC
leadership in the mid-1990s to explicitly adopt a “busi-
ness philosophy” in order to rebuild its finances and
pay off its sizeable legacy debts. One board member
estimated in the early 1990s that ALEC might need
a short-run infusion of $744,000, followed by a longer-
term capital campaign to raise at least $2.2 million,
even worrying that ALEC “will go under if there is
not a significant influx of money in a short period
of time.”74

At the same time that it acknowledged that ALEC
was a nonprofit entity, a report prepared for ALEC’s
leadership that intended to improve the organiza-
tion’s finances argued that “nevertheless, like a busi-
ness, ALEC must generate sufficient revenue to
cover operating costs, maintain a reserve fund, and
have the resources to expand services and make
capital investments. Therefore ALEC must begin to
function more like a business, and recognize that it
has a product that it provides to a defined customer
base for a ‘profit.’”75 As the report put it bluntly, the
“product” that ALEC was selling was state policy, and
it was selling the opportunity to write state policy to
private-sector businesses.76 ALEC, this report
argued, needed to highlight and aggressively market
the selective benefits that it could offer to firms that
were unavailable in other business groups. Task
forces would now be responsible for covering their
own costs, so to that end, ALEC’s Board of Directors
encouraged task-force staff to “identify ‘hot topics’
to generate enough [corporate] interest to cover
costs” using ALEC’s unique ability to help companies
promote particular policy ideas across many different
states at once.77 Task forces that could not attract cor-
porate support were told to turn to conservative foun-
dations (as with welfare and education policy), or else
would be dropped from the group.78

This juncture represents a second clear turning
point for the group, where financial imperatives
again forced the organization to reevaluate past

68. ALEC, “Winning the Debate in the States: 1992 Annual
Report,” Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California,
San Francisco.

69. Ibid., 28–29; on the importance of these foundations in
funding the conservative movement more generally, see
O’Connor, “Financing the Counterrevolution.” ALEC relied on con-
servative foundations to fund policy initiatives that were not of inter-
est to private-sector firms, such as welfare reforms. Interestingly,
internal ALEC documents indicate that ALEC lost support of con-
servative foundations during the late 1980s and early 1990s and
that it tried to reestablish those connections in the mid-1990s.
One business plan from 1996 argued that ALEC needed to
“rebuild [its] credibility with conservative foundations” (ALEC,
“Meeting the Challenge: Ideas + Action ¼ Results: A Business
Plan for the American Legislative Exchange Council,” 1996, p. 9,
Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California, San Francisco).

70. ALEC, “Joint Board of Directors Meeting Minutes,” 1996,
Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California, San Francisco.

71. Fred C. Noye, “Why the 1990s Will be the Decade of the
States” (Washington, DC: Heritage Foundation, 1991).

72. National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, “Special
Report.”

73. ALEC, “Meeting the Challenge”; ALEC, “Joint Board of Di-
rectors Meeting Minutes.”

74. ALEC, “Joint Board of Directors Meeting Minutes.”
75. ALEC, “Meeting the Challenge,” 2.
76. ALEC’s controller, for example, recommended to the

Board of Directors that ALEC emphasize “policy, the main
product” (ALEC, “Joint Board of Directors Meeting Minutes.”);
ALEC, “Meeting the Challenge,” 2; See also ALEC, “Joint Board
of Directors Meeting Minutes.”

77. ALEC, “Spring Joint Board of Directors Meeting Minutes,”
1997, Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of California,
San Francisco.

78. ALEC, “Meeting the Challenge,” ALEC, “Spring Joint
Board of Directors Meeting Minutes.”
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strategies and formulate new responses in order to
survive, much like in the late 1980s when the
group’s leaders created the task-force structure in re-
sponse to funding difficulties. In this way it serves as a
second counterfactual for my analysis: Had ALEC not
adopted such an explicitly business-driven approach
to gain more business participants and revenue, it is
likely that it would have gone under yet again with
the amount of debt it still held.

The private sector thus became a model for the
group’s own operations, and its task forces would be
a mechanism for selling specific—and unique—prod-
ucts to individual firms, offering “an invaluable re-
source to businesses seeking to prosper in today’s
challenging public policy environment.”79 In contrast
to other national business associations or conservative
policy groups, ALEC could credibly claim to firms that
it was “uniquely positioned as a legislative network
that crosses geographic, political, and economic
lines. . . . No other organization in America has as
many valuable assets . . . in as many key [state]
decision-making positions as does ALEC.”80 In a
crowded field of conservative think-tanks and advo-
cacy groups, trade associations, and national business
groups, then, this organization was able to stand out
thanks to the niche it had carved out in connecting
firms with state legislatures. The development of this
strategy also contrasts sharply with ALEC’s behavior
in its initial years, when it was more focused on re-
sponding to liberal initiatives, often involving social
issues or broad economic priorities at the national
level, rather than pursuing proposals in which individ-
ual firms were most invested in state politics.

Even as ALEC’s increasingly entrepreneurial task
forces addressed the challenge of attracting corporate
support in the mid-1990s, the group began facing
another obstacle: conflicting policy preferences
between corporate members. Here again, task
forces developed a clear set of standards for adjudicat-
ing between the diverse policy preferences and ideas
held by ALEC’s corporate participants. There were
two components to this strategy. First, there would
be an explicit division of labor between ALEC’s task
forces by substantive policy domains, so for instance,
only the agricultural task force could produce and dis-
seminate policy proposals related to agriculture.
ALEC’s leaders developed highly specific and elabo-
rate language for assigning potential model bills
and policy activities (such as workshops and confer-
ences) to each task force and for dealing with issues
that might cross task-force jurisdictions.81 The

significance of this division of labor is that it mitigated
potential conflicts about which sorts of issues and
policies the group should be promoting. While
other national business associations might find their
membership deadlocked over deciding which legisla-
tive issues to prioritize each year, ALEC delegated its
agenda to the firms most invested in those corre-
sponding policy domains. Thus there were few cases
where the group would need to choose whether to
pursue, say, policy proposals related to agriculture
instead of proposals related to health care.

The effectiveness of this strategy is evident in the
diversity of policy proposals the group has advanced
over time, and also by the fact that model bills pro-
duced by one policy task force may have, in some
instances, run against the intent of model bills pro-
duced by another task force. For instance, while its
tax and fiscal policy task-force members were promot-
ing bills to reduce state spending, the criminal justice
task force advanced bills that would have greatly
increased state spending on prisons through more
punitive sentencing laws.82 In another national busi-
ness group without such a highly delegated gover-
nance structure, these conflicting proposals might
not have both been advanced by the association,
leading the firms promoting the opposing perspec-
tives to leave the group (or to never have joined the
group at all).

Of course, even as firms were contributing to indi-
vidual task forces, the money they directed towards
ALEC still subsidized other activities as well, including
the infrastructure for the whole organization. As an
ALEC leader I interviewed explained, although com-
panies came to ALEC to work on a “certain model
bill,” their “X dollars came in and it funded every-
thing—the company’s issue and everything else.”
This ensured that the entire organization could be
supported and, according to the leader, was a very ex-
plicit reaction to the earlier ALEC era in which ALEC
sought project-specific funding from foundations to
the detriment of the rest of the organization, which
was how the group ended up with so many “unfunded
liabilities.”83

79. ALEC, “Prospectus 1994–5, Guide to Private Sector Mem-
bership,” 1995, p. 3, Legacy Tobacco Archives, University of Califor-
nia, San Francisco.

80. ALEC, “1998 Business Plan,” Legacy Tobacco Archives,
University of California, San Francisco: Legacy Tobacco Archives.

81. For instance, see the group’s task-force operating proce-
dures: ALEC, “American Legislative Exchange Council Task Force

Operating Procedure,” (American Legislative Exchange Council:
Leaked Common Cause Documents, 2009).

82. ALEC, “Criminal Justice Reporter,” 1990, Legacy Tobacco
Archives, University of California, San Francisco; ALEC, “Report
Card on Crime and Punishment,” 1994, Legacy Tobacco Archives,
University of California, San Francisco; John Biewen,
“Corporate-Sponsored Crime Laws (Part I of Corrections, Inc.),”
in American RadioWorks 2002). However, in recent years ALEC has
sharply changed its direction on crime, seeking to move towards al-
ternatives to incarceration. This is consistent with a broader shift by
conservatives on criminal justice policy. (Charlotte Silver, “US crim-
inal justice system: Turning a profit on prison reform?” in Al Jazeera
America 2013), David Dagan and Steven M. Teles, “The Conservative
War on Prisons,” in The Washington Monthly 2012).).
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2015.

ALEXANDER HERTEL-FERNANDEZ12



While the strict delegation of policy activities to
the task forces managed conflicts between policy
domains, ALEC still needed to address the issue of op-
posing preferences within task forces. To do so, the
group’s leaders established clear criteria for which
firms would prevail in conflicts within task forces:
firms that contributed more to the organization and
enjoyed a higher level of membership would have
the last word. The basic level of membership, for in-
stance, qualified firms to participate in task forces,
but did not grant voting rights over task-force deci-
sions; for that, firms would need to contribute at
least three times more ($7,500 versus $23,000 per
year).84 And for an even higher level of membership
(about $40,000 per year), firms could be guaranteed
that their issues would be addressed by a task force:
“In addition to the benefits of Lincoln Club member-
ship, Madison Club members may have a Legislative
Director work on their behalf on a specific
project.”85 Similarly, for even higher levels of mem-
bership, firms could be assured that they would
have specific input into the selection of topics and
speakers for the group’s annual meetings.86

Thus if a company found itself at odds with another
ALEC member over a particular model bill, both
firms would have a clear expectation of how that con-
flict would be resolved: The matter would come down
to the amount that managers at each company were
willing to pay to have that idea disseminated across
ALEC’s membership. This decision rule prevented
ALEC from suffering many of the same intra-
association conflicts described by other authors in
groups such as the U.S. Chamber of Commerce and
the Business Roundtable.

Perhaps the best example of this strategy for man-
aging interfirm conflicts comes from state battles
over electricity deregulation, which pitted state-level
utilities against firms seeking to trade across state
lines, as well as heavy industrial consumers of electric-
ity. Both types of firms were active in ALEC during this
period, with the former represented by the Edison
Electric Institute (the trade association for investor-
owned utilities) and the latter represented by Enron
(which sought to sell electricity across the states)
and Koch Industries (which was a major power con-
sumer). The task force responsible for energy-related
policy was deeply divided between these two sets of in-
terests.87 Ultimately, however, Enron and Koch Indus-
tries decided to invest in greater access, and their
position was reflected in a series of model bills,

resolutions, and research produced by the group.88

Indeed, Enron was such a large contributor to
ALEC that Enron CEO Ken Lay was offered a
keynote address at the subsequent annual ALEC
meeting in New Orleans. At that meeting, Lay
made the pitch for deregulated electrical markets
before the assembled body of state legislators from
across the country. Had the investor-owned utilities
been willing to offer a greater sum of contributions
to ALEC, it would have been their representatives at
the annual meeting instead of Lay. In this way,
ALEC was able to maintain its neutrality and let the
opposing firms decide for themselves how much
they valued ALEC’s services. As summed up by the
Edison Electric Institute’s manager of state govern-
ment affairs: “It’s a situation where you buy a seat at
the table and then you have the opportunity to vote
and drive policy. We don’t have enough votes. If
they are going to do something we like, they don’t
need our votes, and if they are going to do something
we do not like, we can’t stop them.”89

Having dealt with the problems of attracting a deep
bench of corporate members and managing conflict-
ing preferences between diverse firms, ALEC had one
final obstacle during this period: the need to not only
focus on the short-term interests of its patrons, but
also to invest in the pursuit of policy objectives that
would aid in the long-run political success of the orga-
nization. Here the group took advantage of the
budget strains of many states in the 1990s to
advance reforms that would not only bring about
short-run substantive changes favored by its corporate
members but also longer-term structural changes in
the political landscape.

ALEC exploited poor state budget conditions in a
two-step process. First, the group defined the cause
of weak budgets as “principally . . . the result of
rapid increases in state spending, not diminished rev-
enues.”90 Given that diagnosis, ALEC’s solutions
focused on ways for states to cut spending, rather
than raising taxes. But ALEC’s recommendations
did not just include onetime cuts to state spending;
rather, ALEC heavily emphasized reforms that
would change the ways in which future policies were
made to make it permanently harder for proponents
of greater spending and taxes to pursue their
objectives.91

These changes are an excellent example of stra-
tegic investment in the group’s future political

84. ALEC, “1998 Business Plan.”
85. ALEC, “Prospectus 1994–5, Guide to Private Sector Mem-
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Tobacco Archives, University of California, San Francisco.

89. See Natural Resource Defense Council, “Corporate Amer-
ica’s Trojan Horse in the States,” 5.

90. ALEC, “Strategies for Balancing State Budgets” (Washing-
ton, DC: American Legislative Exchange Council, 1994).

91. Ibid.; John Berthoud and Samuel Brunelli, The Crisis in
America’s State Budgets: A Blueprint for Budget Reform (Washington,
DC: American Legislative Exchange Council, 1993).
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success. For example, ALEC proposed placing consti-
tutional and statutory tax and expenditure limits on
state government, as well as legislative supermajority
requirements for additional tax increases.92 These
are both procedural reforms that would make it
more challenging to raise taxes and thus to fund
liberal policy priorities. Other reforms aimed not at
placing procedural roadblocks to opponents of the
group, but rather focused on reducing the political
resources available to opponents. Examples include
legislation that would privatize public-sector services
and cut the public workforce—moves that would
weaken the strength of public-sector labor unions in-
directly—as well as reforms to directly reduce the or-
ganizing capacity of public-sector unions, for
example, by preventing payroll deductions of public-
sector union dues or making those deductions sub-
stantially more difficult.93

To build credibility for those proposals, ALEC peri-
odically released a publication called Assessing the
Human Toll of America’s Protected Class, which claimed
to show overly high public-employee compensation
across the states (public employees being the protect-
ed class), and argued that excessive compensation
imposed social and economic costs on states, includ-
ing additional unemployment and slower economic
growth.94 ALEC also collaborated with state-level
think-tanks to produce similar reports tailored to spe-
cific states, with great success.95 The natural conclu-
sion from these reports was that states could not
afford not to curb public-sector compensation in the
short run and to make it more challenging for public-
sector unions to operate over the longer term to
prevent future claims on taxpayers.96

ALEC pointed to the success of its proposals
for structural changes in the budget process in
previously cash-strapped states such as Alabama,
Louisiana, Illinois, West Virginia, North Carolina,
Connecticut, and Texas, which all introduced com-
missions to examine waste and excess in government
spending and to consider privatization.97 A more
recent example of ALEC’s success at exploiting
poor budget conditions to pass policies with an eye
to future political struggles can be found in Wiscon-
sin, which enacted versions of ALEC legislation

restricting public-sector union mobilization while
using state fiscal shortfalls and a poor economy as
justifications for the reform.98 With Wisconsin’s
public-sector unions weakened and on the defen-
sive, state Republicans were able to press through a
number of other conservative measures drawn
from ALEC legislation.99

As one labor reporter bemoaned, “The fiscal crisis
of the states provided the pretext for Republicans to
try to take out their foremost adversaries, public-
employee unions.” The logic for this was simple, ac-
cording to that reporter: “Labor was the chief
source of funding and volunteers for their Democrat-
ic opponents.”100 In short, poor state budgets provid-
ed an important opportunity for ALEC to promote
legislation that would both achieve short-term sub-
stantive ends and reshape the political process in
ways that would disadvantage their political oppo-
nents in later political skirmishes.101 These strategies
continue to pay off as public-sector labor unions have
found themselves on the defensive end of persistent
legislative campaigns to weaken their bargaining au-
thority across the country.102

Thanks to these three organizational innovations
by ALEC leaders, by the end of the 2000s, the
group had developed into a formidable institution,
commanding a budget of $9 million, with another
$6 million in assets, and thirty-six staff members,
according to the group’s 2011 tax returns. In 2008,
ALEC identified 751 of its model bills that had been
introduced by states, and of those, 118 were ultimately
enacted; in the following year, ALEC found that
826 of its bills were introduced, and 115 were
enacted.103 Last, its board of directors in the late
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2000s included members from prominent Fortune
500 firms such as GlaxoSmithKline, Intuit, Walmart,
UPS, Johnson & Johnson, DIAGEO, AT&T, Bayer,
PhRMA, ExxonMobil, State Farm, Altria, Kraft, Coca-
Cola, and Pfizer.104

Although ALEC has encountered significant oppo-
sition since 2011 due to persistent and negative media
coverage and attacks from left-wing political groups,
this setback did not emerge out of tensions and con-
flicts within the organization that we might have ex-
pected to undermine the group, as with other
American business coalitions. Rather, it was generally
exogenous factors—namely, progressive groups’ suc-
cessful campaign to link the organization to contro-
versial legislation in Florida on gun rights and voter
ID laws—that ultimately led to the backlash that
ALEC endured in recent years as companies and leg-
islators left the group out of fears of being associated
with the controversy.105 According to a report pre-
pared for ALEC’s annual board meeting in 2013,
the group lost nearly a fourth of its corporate
members between 2011 and 2013, and nearly a fifth
of its public-sector members over the same period.106

Still, there are signs that ALEC has regained its
clout in very recent times, especially in states that
are under full or near-full GOP control. And while
many consumer-facing firms that are wary of public
backlash have left the group, many others still
remain—especially those that are either not vulnera-
ble to public pressure (such as firms that do not sell
their products or services directly to consumers) or
those that are already so identifiable with conservative
causes that they do not mind left-wing opposition
(like Koch Industries or tobacco firms).107 ALEC
members have been especially successful in promot-
ing policies to stymie local-level progressive objectives
related to paid sick leave and minimum wage rises
with state preemption proposals.108 And the group
has also helped to spread new proposals to challenge
the organization and funding of unions with a new
spin-off group called the American City County Ex-
change, which is focused on model right-to-work ordi-
nances for U.S. localities.109 The growth and success
of these new campaigns suggests that ALEC is not

going anywhere anytime soon, so long as there are
firms with concrete interests in shaping local and
state public policy.

HOW IS ALEC DISTINCTIVE FROM OTHER BUSINESS
GROUPS?

It is worth spelling out how the strategies that ALEC
has developed over the years compare with other
major business associations—and what those differ-
ences have meant for the operation of the various as-
sociations. This comparison can provide a shadow
case with which to better understand the importance
of organizational characteristics for business associa-
tion success over time. One fruitful comparison is
between ALEC and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
given that the Chamber has been such an important
political organization throughout American history
since its founding in 1912. An examination of the
Chamber shows how the concepts developed thus
far can account for variation in the political clout,
membership, and sectoral diversity of other business
associations. More specifically, the case of the
Chamber illustrates both how the introduction of
selective firm benefits can help associations to grow
their political clout. But the analysis of the
Chamber also shows how the pursuit of such selective
benefits without a means of adjudicating interfirm
disputes can cause groups to lose members and to
become less diverse over time.

Aside from providing an opportunity to test the
utility of the organizational strategies described
above, a review of the Chamber is additionally reveal-
ing because of the conflicting ways that scholars have
described the organization over the years. While some
political observers have described the organization as
being politically ineffective given its stark internal di-
visions, others, especially in the popular press, have
described the Chamber as being an incredibly effec-
tive lobbying operation—an “influence machine” in
the phrasing of one journalist who has covered the
Chamber.110 As we well see, a brief contrast with
ALEC helps to makes sense of these two very different
interpretations of the Chamber.

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of ALEC in
both its early and later years, after Sam Brunelli and
other organizational leaders had instituted a greater
focus on selective benefits and delegated task-force
decision making. As should be clear by now, ALEC
in its pre-1990 years had few corporate members,
but enjoyed growth in corporate membership from
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a diverse array of sectors after it put into place the del-
egated task-force structure that offered valuable selec-
tive benefits to its members.

How does ALEC’s evolution compare to that of the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce? One important distinc-
tion to make in the Chamber’s historical trajectory is
to differentiate between the period before and after
the arrival of Thomas Donohue in 1997, the Cham-
ber’s current president and CEO, who ushered in a
new style of management focused intensely on corral-
ling large corporate donations to the group and
building strong ties with Republicans.111 Making this
distinction can help clarify the radically different de-
scriptions of the group in the scholarly and popular
literature. Before Donohue’s arrival, the Chamber,
under President Richard Lesher, was more willing to
support a variety of policy positions, so long as the
Chamber had the support of a majority of its
members. This explains why political scientists like
Cathie Jo Martin and Mark Smith have characterized
the group as being hamstrung by internal divisions in
these years, especially the late 1980s and early 1990s;
their broad and diverse membership kept the group
from taking many proactive stances. But the combina-
tion of a broad and industrially diverse membership
and a consensus-driven approach to decision
making also explains why the Chamber did make
some forays into policy debates that might seem un-
thinkable today, such as when the group, spurred by
big business members tired of dealing with the expen-
sive and fragmented health care system, toyed with an
endorsement of President Clinton’s health reform
proposal.112

Following a swift Republican backlash to such
bipartisan stances, however, Chamber leadership re-
placed Lesher with Donohue, who sought to restore
the Chamber’s political clout through a combination
of unwavering commitment to conservative ideologi-
cal positions and aggressive fundraising. Under

Donohue, for instance, the Chamber has more than
quadrupled both its lobbying and campaign contribu-
tion budgets from 1998 to 2014.113 While Donohue’s
changes to the Chamber have unquestionably in-
creased the Chamber’s political heft in Washington,
they have also come at a cost. To raise revenue to
support those political activities, the Chamber
began to focus on the issues prioritized by a small
handful of its wealthiest contributors—issues that
have alienated many other corporate members. The
difference is that while the Chamber would not
have pursued those issues under the Lesher regime,
since they lacked the backing of a majority of their
members, under Donohue, a small—but vocal—mi-
nority of firms could drive the organization’s
agenda. As one careful observer of the Chamber
has summed up, “Donohue has transformed the
group from a staid business association to Washing-
ton’s most ruthless political mercenary. The
Chamber allows its biggest donors to set its positions
on key issues . . . and it will set up a campaign promot-
ing a company’s pet cause if it donates at least $1
million annually.”114

Donohue himself has emphasized this shift in the
Chamber’s management strategy, arguing that while
“people have criticized us for helping industries or in-
dividual companies . . . What the hell do you think we
do? That’s our business!”115 Donohoe has even made
an explicit comparison between his strategy for at-
tracting corporate donations and the insurance in-
dustry, saying that the Chamber is “going to be the
reinsurance salesmen . . . we’re the people that you
could come to . . . when you were in trouble . . . you
couldn’t get something passed. . . . You come in,
and if you were our members, you were our support-
ers, we were going to be there for you.”116 To that end,
Donohue created special accounts for companies that

Table 1: Contrasting ALEC and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce

Pre-1990 ALEC Post-1990 ALEC Early 1990s
U.S. Chamber

Post-1997
U.S. Chamber

Corporate membership Few corporate
members

Many corporate
members

Many corporate
members

Declining corporate
members

Cross-sector
membership

Low Diverse Diverse Declining

Selective benefits Low High Low High
Decision-making

structure
None Delegated task

forces
Consensus Bidding
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wanted to contribute to the Chamber for political ad-
vocacy but did not want their names publicly linked to
the Chamber’s activities.117 Examples of these covert
reinsurance policies include energy companies
working through the Chamber to defeat climate
change legislation and health insurers pursuing a
similar strategy to defeat health reform under the
Obama administration.118

To put the Chamber’s evolution in the theoretical
terms described throughout this article, under
Donohue, the Chamber began to provide strongly
selective benefits to members through the “reinsur-
ance” policies companies could purchase to defend
their narrow interests. But the Chamber did not
adopt an explicit policy to manage the conflicts that
emerged between these divergent corporate interests,
like ALEC’s task forces, and so firms that disagreed
with the Chamber’s increasingly narrow agenda
have left the group. As one observer of the
Chamber has described, “for the past 15 years, [the
Chamber has] been taking increasingly extreme, par-
tisan stands, often setting policies in concert with
small numbers of powerful donors who may not
share the interests of many of the Chamber’s
members.”119 That same reporter estimates that
actual membership in the Chamber has dropped
from 1997, the year when Donohue took control, to
2001—and likely more since then.120 Nike, Apple,
Best Buy, Johnson & Johnson, and Exelon are just a
few of the large firms that have recently distanced
themselves from the group.121 In a press release justi-
fying its decision, Best Buy cited its frustration with
the fact that its interests were not being represented
by the Chamber’s aggressive new posture on climate
change.122

In sum, the post-Lesher Chamber provides another
model for how a business association can, perhaps
paradoxically, increase its political war chest while be-
coming less and less representative of the business
community as a whole. The key contrast with
post-1990s ALEC is that the Chamber did not create
structures that would accommodate a diversity of in-
terests within the group, undermining its ability to
attract a growing and representative set of corporate
interests. The comparison of the two groups, in
turn, shows how the organizational strategies I have
identified within ALEC can help to explain both the

tensions and successes faced by other business associ-
ations operating in the United States. Though Amer-
ican business groups face common obstacles, they
have dealt with these challenges in very different
ways. These choices about organizational structure,
moreover, have important implications for the
degree to which an association can amass political
capital, draw in a large and growing membership,
and represent diverse sectors of the economy.

CONCLUSION

Scholars have dedicated substantial attention to the
“right turn” in American politics since the 1970s,
which produced a surge of new conservative and
corporate mobilization. Yet the focus of the vast ma-
jority of this research has been at the national level,
ignoring similarly important shifts across American
statehouses. Our understanding of conservative mobi-
lization is thus incomplete, especially because the
decision to move to the states was a deliberate and
strategic one on the part of conservative activists
like Paul Weyrich and Sam Brunelli, who advocated
state-based activity precisely because it would
provide better payoffs than continued efforts at the
national level.123 This article has begun to fill that
scholarly lacuna by examining the evolution of one
organization—ALEC—at the center of state-level
conservative-corporate mobilization.

Studying ALEC is also important because this orga-
nization defies much of the conventional wisdom
about American business and politics. Although its
creation and growth in the 1970s and 1980s fit with
the historical narrative of the right turn in American
politics, its continued success and expansion through-
out the 1990s and 2000s does not. As Benjamin Water-
house has summed up, “By the end of the 1980s,
much of the luster of business’s political mobilization
[ from the 1970s] appeared to have worn off. Policy
battles over taxes, deficits, trade, and regulation
exposed the tensions not only among various business
constituencies but also between business interests and
conservatives.. . . Looking to the 1988 election and
beyond, many business lobbying organizations
adopted a defensive position quite at odds with the
ebullient optimism for reform they had embraced
in the late 1970s.”124 The inability of national business
leaders to sustain the coalitions that they had formed
with one another and with conservative political
organizations fits with the comparative political econ-
omists’ accounts of business mobilization in fragment-
ed liberal polities like the United States, too. Lacking
a centralized state and a proportional representation,
multiparty political system, there are minimal incen-
tives for firms to enter into enduring, national, and

117. See Katz, The Influence Machine, chap. 1.
118. On climate change legislation, see ibid., chap. 5. On

health reform legislation, see ibid., chap. 7.
119. Harkinson, “Chamber.”
120. Josh Harkinson, “The Chamber’s Numbers Game,” Mother

Jones (October 13, 2009).
121. Zachary Shahan, “Why Nike, Apple, Best Buy, Johnson &

Johnson, & Others Don’t Jive with the U.S. Chamber of Com-
merce,” PlanetSave (blog), April 13, 2011: http://planetsave.com/
2011/04/13/why-nike-apple-best-buy-johnson-johnson-others-dont-
jive-with-the-u-s-chamber-of-commerce/ [accessed 2/15/16].

122. Ibid.
123. See, e.g., Brunelli, “State Legislatures.”
124. Waterhouse, Lobbying America, 246.
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encompassing political coalitions that intervene regu-
larly into the policymaking process.125

Given that ALEC stands so far apart from these pat-
terns, I have argued that it offers an important in-
stance of a case unaccounted for by existing
theories that can thus help us to understand the
limits of deterministic institutional explanations for
variation in business mobilization. While it is true
that ALEC’s leaders encountered all of the obstacles
enumerated by scholars of comparative political
economy—fractious business interests, intense com-
petition with other associations for members, and
the need for long-term organizational investment—
its leaders eventually arrived at a set of strategies for
overcoming those obstacles, to great success. This
article thus affirms the arguments offered by political
economists about the challenges of constructing
durable business coalitions in American politics, but
also emphasizes the importance of considering the
agency of savvy political entrepreneurs who can
create new organizational forms to overcome those in-
stitutional challenges. In so doing, this single case
provides implications for other work studying Ameri-
can business and politics, and it suggests new lines of
inquiry in these areas.

For instance, my work suggests that scholars need
to pay closer attention to variation over time within
the United States in the success or failure of business
mobilization. Not all efforts at creating durable

business coalitions have been thwarted by the institu-
tional configuration of the American polity, and the
explanation for this variation may be found in the or-
ganizational structures pursued by group leaders.
This in turn invites the question of how organization-
al strategies are developed and disseminated between
groups and over time. In particular, future work ought
to tackle the question of why other traditional Amer-
ican business groups that have fallen prey to the insti-
tutional obstacles of the American polity have not
been able to adopt organizational forms that might
have more closely resembled ALEC’s key strategies.
Why, for example, have other associations been
unable to adopt the highly delegated task-force
model for organizing their political activities that
might have reduced the potential for interfirm squab-
bles? How do the leaders of these different organiza-
tions perceive the challenges facing their groups and
the various options at hand to address those difficul-
ties? When and why do groups decide to capitalize
on new opportunities for mobilization, as ALEC did
with the states? The shadow comparison I offered
between ALEC and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
has only hinted at answers to these issues. Finding
the answers to these questions will provide an impor-
tant window into the ways in which business has mobi-
lized in the American political economy over time,
and how those patterns of organization are distinct
from other advanced democracies.

125. Martin and Swank, The Political Construction of Business
Interests.
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