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A B S T R A C T

Recent work has offered competing explanations for the long-term evolution of corpo-
rate political action in the United States. In one, scholars have theorized that long-term
structural changes in the American political and economic landscape may have radically
transformed inter-corporate network structures and changed the political orientation of cor-
porate elites. In another, a small group of corporate elites continues to dominate govern-
ment policy by advocating for class-wide interests through occupying key positions in gov-
ernment and policy planning groups. We offer new evidence of patterns in and predictors
of political strategies among the nation’s elite corporate directors. We utilize an original
dataset (the Longitudinal Elite Contributor Database) linked with registries of corporate
directors and their board memberships. We ask: (1) has the political activity, unity, or prag-
matism of the corporate elite declined since 1982; and (2) are individuals who direct multi-
ple firms more pragmatic in their political action? Evidence suggests that corporate elites
are more politically active and unified, and continue to exercise pragmatic political strategies
vis-�a-vis their campaign donations. Using random- and fixed-effects models, we present evi-
dence to suggest that becoming a member of the inner circle has a significant moderating
effect on elite political behavior. We offer an alternative mechanism of elite coordination
that may help explain the continued political cohesion of the corporate elite.

K E Y W O R D S : corporate elites; political donations; political behavior; inner circle; fractured
thesis.

The concentration of wealth coupled with the concentration of political activity has fostered a drasti-
cally unequal political system in the United States.1 In contrast to other wealthy Americans, corporate
elites are unique in their control over billions of dollars in economic assets and the employment of
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tens of millions of workers. As a consequence, their decisions have wide-ranging impacts on the lives
of working Americans. As stewards of the economy and a crucial source of tax revenues, their inter-
ests are given extra weight by policymakers (Clawson, Neustadtl, and Scott 1992; Mizruchi 2013).
Furthermore, the corporate elite may be uniquely unified and oriented around a class-wide rationale
when compared to the rest of business (Useem 1984). Business may even maximize these advantages
by dominating campaign finance—in fact, the campaign finance system has been cited as a key poten-
tial mechanism of elite influence in American politics (Gilens 2012). Indeed, recent research suggests
that, while the preferences of average Americans have little or no impact on policy outcomes, the
preferences of business groups and economic elites are consistently reflected in government policy
(Achen and Bartels 2016; Gilens and Page 2014; Page and Gilens 2017).

Given the centrality of corporate interests in both campaign finance and government policy, it is im-
portant to understand the political strategies of the corporate elite. For instance, are the corporate elite
distinct in their political actions from the rest of big business? What type of candidates do they give to?
Are they pragmatic or ideological, partisan or bipartisan, unified in their actions or fragmented? Have
their orientations and strategies changed over time? Surprisingly, we know very little about the political
activity of the corporate elite. This is because almost all recent research on political donations has exam-
ined business political action committees (PACs), rather than individuals. However, individuals are, by
far, the largest source of campaign cash to candidates in federal elections (Jacobson 2004).

In this vein, studies from the 1980s and 1990s utilized campaign finance disclosure records to an-
swer key questions about the political behavior of the business community. These studies primarily
sought to understand the strategies corporate PACs use in the campaign finance system and under
what conditions donations from these sources are politically unified (Burris 1987; Burris 2010;
Clawson and Neustadtl 1989; Clawson, Neustadtl, and Bearden 1986; Su, Neustadtl, and Clawson
1995). These early studies often examined the percentage of donations to incumbents and support
for Democrats as their primary measures of political strategy with higher percentages to incumbents
and Democrats indicating a more pragmatic orientation toward politics (Burris 2010). Although this
literature has offered important insights into the predictors of pragmatic political action among cor-
porate PACs, it suffers from two significant limitations. For one, nearly all of these studies have been
limited to examinations of elections in the 1970s and 1980s with many, in fact, concentrating on the
election of 1980 alone (Burris 2005; Clawson and Neustadtl, 1989; Mizruchi, 1989). And second, al-
though the political donations of corporate PACs may be one measure of elite political alignments,
important theories of elite action that we detail below actually seek to explain individual behavior
rather than the behavior of corporate PACs, per se.

Despite the lack of systematic quantitative evidence on the political behavior of corporate elites,
other forms of evidence (i.e., polls of political attitudes, policy statements, historical anecdotes, and
corporate and policy planning networks) have been marshaled to build two new opposing theories of
the political behavior of the corporate elite: 1) the fractured elite thesis (Chu and Davis, 2016; Davis
and Mizruchi 1999; Mizruchi 2010, 2013; Waterhouse 2014), which argues that long-term structural
changes in the American political and economic landscape have resulted in a dis-unified corporate
elite concerned with its own narrow interests; and 2) the corporate dominance thesis (Domhoff 2014,
2015; Dreiling and Darves 2016; van Apeldoorn and de Graaff, 2016), which argues that a small
group of corporate elites continues to dominate government policy by advocating for class-wide inter-
ests through their occupation of key positions in government and policy planning groups. These the-
ories, however, have not been systematically tested, despite their potential implications for
understanding the current political context. For instance, Mizruchi (2013:4) links the theorized frac-
turing of the American corporate elite to the so-called “crisis of American democracy” whereby cor-
porate elites pursue their narrow, parochial interests at the expense of the common good.

In this paper, we follow in the tradition of early work on corporate PACs to measure the political
strategies of the corporate elite as revealed in campaign finance disclosure records using data on cam-
paign donations from individual elites in federal elections. To do so, we utilize an original database
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called the Longitudinal Elite Contributor Database (LECD) linked with registries of the corporate
elite. Using this novel data source, we ask three inter-related questions derived from the fractured
elite and corporate dominance theses: (1) has the political activity of the corporate elite declined in
recent years?; (2) has there been a decline in elite pragmatism or political unity since 1982?; and
(3) are individuals who serve on the boards of directors of multiple firms more pragmatic in their po-
litical action? To answer these questions, we examine the political behavior of corporate elites in four
election cycles spanning nearly 20 years. By following the same elites over time, we provide more ro-
bust estimates of the mechanisms of elite political strategies. We offer evidence to suggest that indi-
vidual elites are not less pragmatic or more fractured and, in fact, may have become more unified and
politically active since 1982. Taken together, our findings cast some doubt on the tenability of the
fracturing thesis.

In the next section, we turn to explaining our definition of corporate elite before introducing, in
detail, the fractured elite and corporate dominance theses. After elaborating on the key insights of
these new theoretical paradigms of corporate political action, we derive a series of hypotheses that al-
low us systematically to test for changes in the political activism, pragmatism, and unity of the corpo-
rate elite since 1982.

D E F I N I N G C O R P O R A T E E L I T E
The corporate elite can be conceptualized as either individuals affiliated with corporations or
corporate organizations themselves. Although organizational behavior (manifest as corporate
PACs in the world of campaign finance) is an important part of understanding the corporate
elite, in this article we conceptualize the elite as individuals. The foremost reason for this con-
ceptualization is the lack of recent research on corporate political behavior at the individual level
(Burris 2010).2 Our focus on individuals is further justified by the potential difference between
individual and organizational behavior (Burris 2001), the fact that a corporate elite refers to indi-
viduals (Burris and Staples 2012), and the significance of individual donations in the campaign
finance system.

A definition that includes all of the individuals that manage and direct the largest American corpo-
rations, however, is not narrow enough to precisely identify the corporate elite. The most common
distinction between corporate elite and non-elite is made at the director level, with a number of stud-
ies of business power structure and politics focusing on the directors of large corporations as the
main actors in elite corporate networks (e.g., Burris 2001, 2005; Domhoff 2014; Mintz and Schwartz
1985; Mizruchi 1992, 2013; Useem 1984). Even within the directorate stratum, however, there is a
distinction between what Useem (1984) deems the inner circle (i.e., individuals who direct two or
more large corporations) and the rest of the population (i.e., those who direct a single company).
This distinction is salient because the experience of sitting on multiple boards may shape an individ-
ual director’s outlook. As Mintz and Schwartz (1985:135) explain, the inner circle’s interests— “both
directorate and investment—in several companies place them in a position to identify with the prob-
lems of diverse corporations and hence to generate policies reflecting a broad class interest.”

The broader viewpoint of the corporate inner circle was, at least in the past, associated with a
unique orientation towards politics—one that was collectively oriented and open to compromise
(Mizruchi 2013:13). The inner circle also developed a concern with the political issues facing the
business class that far outpaced the concerns of the rest of business. As a result, Useem (1984:76)
theorized that the individuals that compose the inner circle are “at the forefront of business political
outreach, whatever the forum” (Useem 1984:76). Given the centrality of the inner circle to corporate

2 Research on corporate political behavior at the individual level for elections after the mid-1990s is scarce. However, the pioneer-
ing work of Louise Overacker (1932) argued that the donations of individual elites often enacted the “politics of business” before
corporate political action committees began to proliferate in the 1970s. More recent work by Allen (1991) and Webber (2000)
investigates the coalitions of individual elites in the New Deal election of the 1936.
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political activity, along with their central position in networks of corporate control, the individuals
who direct two or more large corporations serve as our definition of the corporate elite.

Many of the conditions facing the corporate elite, and the structures surrounding them, have
changed in the last thirty to forty years. Given these changes (detailed below), we examine whether
the corporate elite/inner circle is still unified, politically active, collectively oriented, and willing to
compromise. In the next two sections, we lay out the competing fractured elite and corporate domi-
nance narratives and identify key points of disagreement between the two theses that we can test by
examining the political donations of the inner circle over time.

F R A C T U R E D E L I T E A N D C O R P O R A T E D O M I N A N C E T H E S E S
Proponents of both the fractured elite and corporate dominance theses agree that 1) the corporate
elite of the 1960s and 1970s were politically mobilized, moderate, and pragmatic in their approach to
politics, and unified around class-wide interests; and 2) the decline of union power and the legitimacy
of state intervention in the economy removed important countervailing forces to corporate conserva-
tism, thus facilitating a rightward turn in business politics in the 1970s and 1980s (Domhoff 2015;
Mintz and Schwartz 1985; Mizruchi 2013; Useem 1984; Waterhouse 2014). The two camps diverge,
however, in their description of corporate elite political behavior in the 1990s and beyond. While the
corporate dominance camp sees stability over time in inner circle political behavior, the fractured elite
camp argues that the inner circle is no longer distinguished by its political activism, pragmatism, or
unity. Instead, the corporate elite has become more similar to business at large—ideological conserva-
tives who lobby on behalf of their own narrow interests. These differing accounts of the political be-
havior of the corporate elite at the end of the 20th century are ultimately rooted in the forces the two
camps attribute to the political mobilization, pragmatism, and unity of the 1960s and 1970s.

Competing Mechanisms of Elite Cohesion
Proponents of a fractured elite identify commercial banks as both a moderating and unifying force on
the corporate community in the 1960s and 1970s (Mizruchi 2013). Banks were able to play this role
due to 1) their unique interest in the economy as a whole; 2) their control of capital flows; and 3)
their structural position in the inter-corporate network. To be specific, commercial banks controlled
the flow of capital through both making loans and through purchasing and selling stock. As a conse-
quence, appointments to the boards of commercial banks were sought out by members of the inner
circle who were “eager to participate in decisions about capital flows” (Mintz and Schwartz
1985:151). In turn, banks sought out members of the inner circle for their boards as “sources of infor-
mation and expertise both about sources of deposits and about investment opportunities in their
industries” (Mintz and Schwartz 1985:151). This dynamic placed commercial banks at the center of
the inter-corporate network (Davis and Mizruchi 1999; Mintz and Schwartz 1985). Bank boardrooms
became a key meeting place of the corporate elite where, due to banks’ interests in all aspects of the
economy, discussions focused on issues of class-wide concern (Mizruchi 2013:112).

During the period between 1980 and 1990, however, the role of commercial banks in the corpo-
rate community changed dramatically. Due to what many analysts term the financialization of the
American economy, large industrial corporations moved into financial services and began lending
money directly to each other, instead of taking loans from banks (Krippner 2011; Mizruchi 2013;
Waterhouse 2014). And, at the same time, commercial banks began acting more like investment firms
by focusing on currency swaps, investment advice, and buying and selling derivatives (Davis and
Mizruchi 1999; Mizruchi 2010, 2013). These changes had ramifications for board recruitment. With
the decline in the significance of corporate loans, banks no longer sought out the expertise of inner
circle members. Conversely, corporate leaders could participate in decisions about capital flow by
joining the board of a company like General Electric (whose GE Capital division was the largest com-
mercial lender in the mid-1990s) rather than the board of a commercial bank. The shift of
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commercial banks from the center of the interlock network was accompanied by two changes in the
corporate environment: the decline in CEO tenure and the rise of institutional investors (Useem
1996; Davis 2009, 2016; Dobbin and Zorn 2005). Both of these changes had a similar hypothesized
effect of eroding class-wide political action and the moderating influence of the inner circle. For ex-
ample, if a CEO has to worry about losing her job if stock prices fall, then her political orientation is
less likely to transcend the immediate interests of the firm. The rise of activist institutional investors
served further to expose CEOs and other board members to the vicissitudes of the market.

By the mid-1990s, then, commercial banks were no longer the center of the inter-corporate net-
work (Davis and Mizruchi, 1999; Mizruchi, 2013). The shift of finance capital from the center of the
interlock network is one of the pillars of the fractured elite thesis. Since commercial bank board meet-
ings are seen by fractured elite proponents as the primary mechanism bringing together the inner cir-
cle, the disappearance of commercial banks from the center of the network implies that the corporate
elite less frequently came together to discuss class-wide issues. And, as a consequence, the corporate
elite did not have the same opportunity to develop a pragmatic and unified approach to politics that
took into account many different interests and perspectives.3 In some accounts, this dynamic also
gave rise to professional lobbyists, which undercut the influence of the policy-planning network—a
central mechanism of elite unity in the corporate dominance perspective.4

The fractured elite thesis also emphasizes another factor in its account related to financialization
and the disappearance of banks from the center of the inter-corporate network: the decrease in the
overall connectivity of the board interlock network (Chu and Davis 2016; Mizruchi 2013). Starting
around 1995, the mean geodesic distance between any two firms in the board interlock network
steadily increased with the most dramatic increase post-2000 (Chu and Davis 2016:723). This is im-
portant given that one of the key functions of board interlocks may be the diffusion of information
and normative consensus between different corporate boards, which, in turn, facilitates unified corpo-
rate activity (Mizruchi, 1989, 1992; 2013:132-133). The logic of the fracturing thesis, then, suggests
that as banks left the center of the network, the corporate network became disconnected, and firms
shared less information and normative consensus declined; as a result, corporations in different indus-
tries started to behave less similarly. On an individual level, elites in one industry became discon-
nected from elites in other industries. As a consequence, the fractured elite thesis assumes
individuals’ policy orientations and resulting political behavior also became less similar.

To fully understand the implications of declining connectivity, it is important to note that a defining
characteristic of the interlock network is its duality—that is, the interlock network is made up of both
organizations and individuals (Breiger 1974; Burris and Staples 2012; Carroll 2010; Mizruchi 1996).5

3 This exposition may seem to mix levels of analysis—it does. As we explain in more detail below, that mixing is, in fact, necessary,
given that the organization is what serves to bring individuals together. Thus, the type of organization in which individual elites
congregate is potentially important to understanding the political behavior of individual elites. Put differently, the network
changes that the fractured elite thesis analyzes are organizational, but those changes have potential ramifications on the behavior
of individual elites.

4 It is important to note that some advocating a fractured elite narrative also argue that the rise of professional lobbying has been
coupled with a decline in the influence of policy groups. For instance, Waterhouse (2014:250) gives the following example of
professional lobbying supplanting the role of policy groups: “although a financial services company like American Express may
have supported the Business Roundtable’s drive to reduce the national deficit, it hired Washington insider, Robert Gray, a
Harvard MBA holder and veteran of the Eisenhower administration, to reduce government surcharges on credit cards.” To illus-
trate the problem of Waterhouse’s analysis, an example from 2015 may be useful: although an electricity and natural gas company
like PG&E Corp may have supported the Business Roundtable’s opposition to environmental regulations, it hired Washington in-
sider, Matt Miller, a Georgetown Law degree holder and former assistant to Diane Feinstein, to weaken regulations on the elec-
tric utility industry in the name of reliability and low rates. We could construct a narrative similar to that of Waterhouse, but it
turns out that the Business Roundtable also hired Matt Miller as a lobbyist and as one of their vice presidents. Professional lobby-
ists can serve as a mechanism of corporate elite collective action and are not by themselves evidence of fracturing.

5 In network terms, the interlock network is a two-mode network in which companies are tied to directors through board member-
ships. The one-mode, company-by-company projection of this two-mode network represents the corporate interlock network
typically under study by fractured elite theorists.

584 � Heerwig and Murray

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/socpro/article-abstract/66/4/580/5077454 by Periodicals D

ivision user on 05 D
ecem

ber 2019



Put simply, each inner circle member creates a step between corporations. The decline in density and
connectivity explained above refers to the organizational network. The corporate elite, on the other
hand, is a network of individuals. The duality of the interlock network, however, implies that changes to
the organizational network have potential consequences for the behavior of the individuals that direct
these organizations. A hypothetical example will illustrate the dynamic: in 1982, Howard Clark was the
CEO of American Express and an outside director at General Foods. If the board of American Express
discussed tax policy, all 20 board members (including Clark) would have been exposed to the same
ideas and information. In turn, we might expect that those twenty individuals would hold more similar
positions on tax policy than corporate elites not on the board of American Express. Since Howard
Clark was also a director of General Foods, he would have brought the ideas of the American Express
board to any discussion of tax policy in the boardroom of General Foods. Thus, the 16 other directors
of General Foods were also exposed to the same ideas as the directors at American Express. The conse-
quence of this series of connections is that not only were the General Foods directors expected to be
similar to each other, they should also have been more similar to American Express directors than they
were to directors of a company with whom they shared no interlocks. From this simple connection, the
potential political unity between the organizations of American Express and General Foods was in-
creased, and the potential unity among the 36 individual corporate elites on the two boards increased
in tandem. In other words, the organization served as a meeting place where political unity was forged
among individual elites.

In network terms, this correspondence occurs because ties between individuals are made up of
common board memberships. That is, organizations connect individuals. While these two networks
(i.e., organizational and individual) are related, the exact manner in which changes to organizational
connectivity influences the behavior of individual directors is not well understood.6 Thus, the as-
sumption underlying the fractured elite thesis—that changes in individual elite behavior flow from
changes to the organizational network—must be explored further and tested.

In contrast to the fractured elite thesis, proponents of the corporate dominance thesis argue that
commercial banks were not the primary mechanisms responsible for bringing the inner circle to-
gether to discuss class-wide issues; rather, business policy groups served and still serve that purpose
(Domhoff 2015; Dreiling and Darves 2016). In this perspective, organizations such as the Business
Roundtable or Business Council serve as centers for the discussion of class-wide concerns from a
number of different sectoral perspectives. Corporate elites who take part in these organizations thus
develop a pragmatic and unified approach to politics. The centrality of business policy organizations
is a key counter to the fracturing thesis. This is because the inner circle is much more likely to take
part in these groups. For instance, Useem (1984:73) found that inner circle directors were 3.4 times
more likely to be members of the Business Roundtable than single company directors. As of 2012,
this relationship still held—thirty-five percent of the Business Roundtable was composed of inner cir-
cle members, making the inner circle nearly three times as likely to take part in the group as individu-
als who directed a single Fortune 500 firm (Domhoff, Staples, and Schneider 2013).

In sum, the corporate dominance thesis sees the conditions for the continued existence of a politi-
cally active, pragmatic, and unified inner circle that diffuses its class-wide rationality at the firm-level
through a hybrid corporate board-policy group network.

Despite the decline in the density of the organizational network, the proportion of the corporate
elite that are inner circle members (defined as those elites who hold two or more board director-
ships), has not decreased. Not only has the percentage of the corporate elite in the inner circle
remained remarkably stable over time, policy discussion groups also still occupy the center of the
inter-corporate network and tie large corporations together in a manner similar to commercial banks
in the 1960s (Domhoff et al. 2013). Table 1 shows the stability of the inner circle.

6 As Bearden and Mintz (1987:190) write, “while the person network is generated from the corporation network, it has different
properties and the two systems are related in a complex, little understood manner.”
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In comparing the fractured elite and corporate dominance narratives, a clear pattern emerges.
Fractured elite proponents point to foundational changes to corporate social and economic organiza-
tion that stem from macro-economic shifts as suggestive of behavioral change in the corporate elite.
Advocates of the corporate dominance thesis, in effect, counter with the argument that the inner cir-
cle is insulated from the effects of the aforementioned structural changes through its integration in
policy planning networks. In the next section, we leverage the disagreements between the fractured
elite and corporate dominance perspectives to derive a number of hypotheses regarding the political
behavior of the corporate inner circle.

Hypotheses
To reiterate, the fracturing thesis suggests that financialization leads to 1) the disappearance of com-
mercial bank boards as meeting places where the elite develop a shared class-wide perspective, and 2)
the rise of institutional investors and the decline in C.E.O. tenure that force the elite to respond to
market pressures and act on behalf of narrow firm-centric interests. In turn, this dynamic may also
give rise to professional lobbyists who undercut the influence of the policy-planning network
(Waterhouse 2014). As a consequence of these collective shifts, the cognitive range of the corporate
elite shrinks and limits their ability to act politically on anything other than the immediate interests
of their primary firm. Thus, our first hypothesis:

H1: The political activity of the inner circle declines after 1990.

The hallmark of fractured elite accounts is a decline in unity among the corporate elite. Thus, we
hypothesize:

H2: The political unity of the inner circle declines after 1990.

Finally, the fractured elite thesis, which places emphasis on the centrality of commercial banks in
the interlock network, also predicts a decline in pragmatism after 1990:

H3: Inner circle political pragmatism declines after 1990.

The sources of unity and pragmatism are key in anticipating change over time. Here, we test two
competing hypotheses. First, in keeping with the fractured elite hypothesis, we examine the relation-
ship between bank directorships and political behavior:

H4: Individuals who join the boards of commercial banks become increasingly pragmatic in
their political action.

The cognitive range of the inner circle is also associated with pragmatism, as directorships with
multiple companies allow individuals to identify with a diverse set of interests and develop a class-

Table 1. Percentage of Corporate Elite that are Inner Circle Members, 1982–2011

Year Inner Circle Single Company N

1982 20.23 79.77 6,505
1990 20.36 79.64 5,393
2011 19.12 80.88 4,498

Note: 1982 data from Davis et al. (2003); 1990 from Davis (1991; 1996); and 2011 data from Domhoff et al. (2013). Study population differs
across the sources.

586 � Heerwig and Murray

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/socpro/article-abstract/66/4/580/5077454 by Periodicals D

ivision user on 05 D
ecem

ber 2019



wide rationality that is focused on finding solutions that benefit the greatest number of corporate
interests. Useem’s (1984) original study of the inner circle found that 1) individuals who direct two
or more large companies are fundamentally different in their political orientation and behavior than
individuals who direct only a single company; and 2) these individuals who direct multiple companies
(a group he terms the inner circle) are much more politically active, serving as the leading edge of
business political activity. This was due to a number of factors. First, sitting on multiple boards pro-
vided business scan and allowed the inner circle to identify problems common to all large corporations
(i.e., class-wide issues). Given that U.S. law prohibits direct competitors from sharing directors, all
members of the inner circle direct companies from different industries. This provides the inner circle
the opportunity to identify which problems are unique to specific industries or firms, and which are
common to large corporations. Sitting on multiple boards also allows the inner circle to view com-
mon problems from multiple perspectives leading to a broader viewpoint than that of a single com-
pany director. Second, directing multiple large corporations provided expertise on issues of general
economic interest, which is of use to government policymakers. Government officials invited inner
circle members to serve in an advisory capacity, and this contact with government also served to po-
liticize inner circle members. Finally, selection bias may also be at work: individuals who are the most
conscious of class-wide issues are more likely to accept invitations to direct multiple firms and are
also most likely to feel it is their duty to act on behalf of class-wide issues.

In sum, creating interlocks by directing multiple large corporations broadens the cognitive range
of individuals, generating a shared class-wide rationality that is both activist and pragmatic (Mizruchi
2013:134-36; Useem 1984). If the corporate elite do, in fact, derive their cognitive range primarily
from multiple directorships rather than bank directorships, then inner circle status should be associ-
ated with pragmatism. Likewise, membership in the inner circle may partly proxy for embeddedness
in policy planning networks, as suggested by the corporate dominance thesis. Therefore, we
hypothesize:

H5: Individuals who join the inner circle (i.e., direct multiple firms) become increasingly prag-
matic in their political action.

D A T A A N D M E T H O D S
To test our hypotheses regarding the political activism, unity, and pragmatism of the corporate inner
circle since 1982, we utilize an original, large database constructed from campaign finance disclosure
records called the Longitudinal Elite Contributor Database (LECD). The database was developed by
one of the authors to study elite political alignments over the past thirty years. The LECD contains
the population of all donations over $200 (i.e., itemized donations) from individuals to candidates,
parties, and political action committees in federal elections from 1980 through 2008. Although such
itemized donations must be disclosed to the Federal Election Commission (FEC), the FEC does not
aggregate these filings by contributor. By contrast, the LECD links all of the over fifteen million FEC
contribution records to identify the population of unique contributors, which allows us to track indi-
vidual elites across election cycles (for details, see Heerwig 2018).

For the following analyses, we match the LECD with an auxiliary data set of inner circle mem-
bers—corporate elites who held two or more directorships on the boards of the largest corpora-
tions—and their board affiliations created by Gerald Davis (1991, 1996; Davis, Yoo, and Baker
2003). In this case, we have data on the inner circle in 1982, 1990, and 1999. Due to the format of
this data (i.e., in dyadic format measuring interlocks between companies), we have data on inner cir-
cle directors in only some of the years (that is, for some years, we do not have data on individuals
who direct only a single company). Since our interest is in the inner circle as corporate elites, this is
not a problem, but it limits our analysis to measuring change in the inner circle over time.

Political Strategies of the Inner Circle � 587

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/socpro/article-abstract/66/4/580/5077454 by Periodicals D

ivision user on 05 D
ecem

ber 2019



In 1982 and 1990, the inner circle data cover the “publicly-traded members of the 500 larg-
est industrials” from the Fortune 500 supplemented with the “50 largest commercial banks, 25
diversified financials, 25 retailers, and 25 transportation companies” for a total of 648 corpora-
tions in 1982 and 592 in 1990 (Davis et al. 2003:214). Given changes in the macro-economy,
including the rise of financialization, in 1995, the Fortune 500 list criterion was revised to in-
clude all of the largest corporations, regardless of industry. To “maximize comparability over
time,” the 1999 Davis data reflect “the largest 600 public firms that reported the compositions
of their boards to the SEC from among the Fortune 1000” (Davis et al. 2003:314). The 1999
data include “firms in all the previously represented industry groups (industrial, banking, fi-
nance, retail, transportation)” (Davis et al. 2003:314). This short series has been fruitfully used
to study the structure of the corporate interlock network over time (Chu and Davis 2016;
Davis et al. 2003), although it has not yet been applied to the questions of political behavior
that we study here.

For 1982 and 1990, we match the Davis datasets with the corresponding data years from the
LECD.7 Since 1999 was not an election year, we match the 1999 dataset to LECD years 1998 and
2000. Our final analytic sample contains the years 1982, 1990, 1998, and 2000 with indicators for
members of the corporate inner circle and board affiliations derived from the Davis datasets.

Once linked with data on the inner circle, the LECD enables us to examine the donation histories
of elites before, during, and after joining the inner circle. In this way, the LECD linked with the direc-
tor data resembles a panel of corporate elites. As we explain below, we later capitalize on these re-
peated observations to estimate models that test for 1) changes in the inner circle over time and 2)
the impact of inner circle membership on political behavior.

Analytic Approach
We pursue multiple analytic strategies to test our hypotheses regarding the association of the inner
circle with political activism, unity and pragmatism.

Political activity. According to past theory, the high level of political engagement among members
of the inner circle positions them as the “leading edge of business political activity” (Useem
1984:76). Given the importance of this phenomenon, we investigate the association between inner
circle status and political activity, not a causal relationship per se. That is, even if it is some underlying
trait shared by those who direct multiple companies that causes them to be politically active, they are
still, as a consequence, the face of business politics. For these reasons, we focus on bivariate associa-
tions over time for this analysis.

Political activity, with regard to campaign donations, can be thought of as a question of participa-
tion versus non-participation or as a question of how much one participates. That is, the more politi-
cally active an individual is, the more likely he/she is to make a donation and the more money he/
she will donate. This is consistent with prior operationalizations of political activity in campaign fi-
nance (Masters and Keim 1985; Mitchell, Hansen, and Jepsen 1997; Murray 2014). We therefore
code two variables: the first is a dummy variable for participation (1¼ gave an itemized donation in a
given election cycle)8 and the second is the mean amount donated in a given election cycle measured
in constant 2000 dollars, conditional on having made a donation.

7 We matched the Davis dataset to the LECD using a deterministic match procedure. In each stage of the procedure, entries in the
Davis datasets and the LECD had to match exactly on all identifiers. In the first stage, entries that matched exactly on last name,
first name, and middle initial were merged. This stage produced the majority of matches between LECD entries and listings of
corporate elites in the Davis datasets. For the remainder, we compared last name and first name only if the middle initial was
missing in the Davis dataset.

8 To correct for differences in FEC disclosure practices in 1982 and the effects of inflation on real donation amounts, we limit our
participation analysis to those giving at least $500 in 1982 dollars.
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Political unity. We conceptualize political unity as common action. For example, in the case of do-
nating to a congressional race, two elites are unified if they give to the same candidate. Over a range
of congressional races, we can measure unity on a scale ranging from 0 (never unified) to 1 (always
unified). This is precisely the logic employed by the measure of political similarity Mizruchi used in
earlier work (1989; 1992). One problem with this measure, however, is that it captures only dyadic,
but not class-wide, unity. When looking only at pairs, we might find unity. However, when examining
all corporate elites together, we could find a fractured corporate elite if dyadic unity obscures many
small pockets of unified groups that do not give to the same candidates as other unified groups.

Given these limitations, we instead employ network analysis to measure elite unity. Network anal-
ysis uses all the ties between nodes to measure the cohesion of the entire group of nodes based on
these ties (Scott 2013). In the case of the political donations of the corporate elite, we adapt network
analysis by using individual corporate elites as nodes and donations to a common congressional can-
didate as a tie (see Murray 2017 for an example of this method). This allows us to use standard net-
work analysis measures of cohesion to examine the political unity of the entire group of corporate
elites. In this part of the analysis, we look only at donations to candidates and not to political commit-
tees for two reasons: 1) prior work examining corporate political unity looks only at candidates
(Mizruchi 1989, 1992; Murray 2017); and 2) a donation to a candidate is a clear choice of whom to
give to, whereas a donation to a committee, such as the Democratic Congressional Campaign
Committee, leaves the choice of which candidate the money goes to up to the committee. This makes
common donations to a committee potentially less indicative of common intentions (i.e., unity), than
common donations to candidates. Of course, one could still argue that common donations to political
committees represent political similarity, but we chose a more conservative operationalization to be
cautious in drawing inferences based on our analysis.

Using the social network created by donating to the same candidate, we use three measures of
overall network cohesion: number of components, density, and geodesic distance (Scott 2013). First,
the number of components measures the extent to which the inner circle is fractured into competing
segments. That is, a single component is made up of all individuals who have given to at least one
candidate in common. If there are groups that are competing, we expect that individuals within a
group will give to common candidates, but will not have donation ties with individuals in other
groupings. The result will be a network that has multiple components. A unified corporate elite, on
the other hand, should be connected into one large component where every individual is tied to each
other, either directly or indirectly, through shared donations. Second, density is a measure of the pro-
portion of all possible ties that are present. In the donation network, a density of 1 means that every
inner circle member that gave money, gave to the same candidates, whereas a density of 0 means
each inner circle members gave to completely different candidates. Finally, geodesic distance is the
mean of the shortest path length between any two individuals in the largest component. That is, if di-
rector A and director B both gave to candidate Z, then directors A and B have a path length of one.
If, on the other hand, directors A and C both gave to candidate Z, and directors C and B gave to can-
didate X, while directors A and B share no candidates, then directors A and B have a path length of 2
(A is connected to B through C). A unified corporate elite that gives to the same sets of candidates
should have shorter path lengths.

Partisanship and pragmatism. Finally, we examine differences in the partisanship and pragmatism of
the corporate inner circle over time by examining their contributions in the 1982, 1990, 1998, and
2000 elections. To discern changes in political behavior over time, we code two dependent variables.
We first code a dependent variable based on how corporate elites allocated their donations to the
two political parties in federal elections. In keeping with past work on corporate PACs, we suggest
that bipartisan contributing within an election cycle may be a proxy for a more moderate, access-
oriented political orientation, as it may reflect a desire to secure access to, and broker compromises
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with, members of both political parties (Burris 2000, 2001; Burris and Salt 1990; Clawson, Neustadtl,
and Weller 1998). The variable (num_bipartisan) is coded “1” if the donor has contributed less than
80 percent but more than 20 percent to Republican congressional candidates.9 To the extent possi-
ble, we have chosen a cutoff that is consistent with past work on corporate elites. For instance, Burris
(2000: 365) defines “bipartisans” as “those who contributed between 30 percent and 70 percent to
each party” while Clawson et al. (1998:127) utilize a less restrictive definition of “donors that gave at
least 10 percent of their money to each side.” (For comparison, the Appendix also presents estimates
using a more restrictive definition of bipartisan giving, as well as a measure of bipartisan giving de-
rived from the amount of contributions given to each party.) Since this outcome is dichotomous, we
estimate logistic regression models.

Second, we calculate the percentage of contributions given to congressional incumbents within
each election cycle. Again, we hypothesize that a more pragmatic, class-wide political strategy should
favor incumbents over challengers and open seat candidates. This outcome is left-censored at zero
since some elites send none of their contributions to incumbents within a cycle. For this reason, we
estimate Tobit regression models (Baum 2006; Wooldridge 2003), which take into account the lim-
ited nature of the dependent variable. (Again, for comparison, the Appendix also presents estimates
using a measure derived from the amount of contributions given to each party.)

We use these two dependent measures to estimate multivariate regression models to detect differ-
ences in the behavior of the inner circle while controlling for director characteristics. We include the
following explanatory and control variables:

Year. Each of the analyses below contains an indicator for the election year. These indicators cap-
ture secular changes in political alignments. We use 1982 as the omitted category in all of the models.
If the corporate inner circle has abandoned a more pragmatic, access-oriented strategy, we hypothe-
size that the year coefficients in these models should indicate a significant decline in pragmatism and
bipartisanship relative to 1982.

Inner circle status. Following the least restrictive definition of inner circle (Useem, 1984), we code
an individual as in the inner circle if they direct two or more of the large corporations in our sample
(generally a Fortune 1000 company).

Directorships on commercial bank boards. Our models include a dummy variable for interlocks with
commercial banks. Members of the inner circle who held a directorship at a commercial bank are
coded as “1”, and “0” otherwise.10

Industry. We include indicator variables for the individual’s reported primary industry derived from
the FEC disclosure records.11 Industry is recoded from the individual’s self-reported occupation or
employer using the industry classifications developed by the Center for Responsive Politics (2013).
These industry classifications include agribusiness, defense, communications and electronics, con-
struction, energy, and transportation, among others. We treat finance, insurance, and real estate
(F.I.R.E.) as three discrete categories—commercial banks, Wall Street (securities and investment

9 We remove inner circle members who have given only one contribution within a cycle to avoid artificially inflating the number
of “partisan” donors we observe.

10 In 1982 and 1990, we use Fortune’s list of the 100 largest commercial banks to identify bank directors. In 1998 and 2000, we
identify commercial bank directors using a list of all companies in the Davis data with SIC code 6712.

11 As we explain, industry here represents the industry of an individual’s primary reported occupation or employer. For individuals
who have reported multiple occupations or employers within an election cycle, we take the modal occupation or employer for
that cycle. For instance, in 1990 Ray Irani, CEO of Occidental Petroleum, lists his occupation as “Occidental Petroleum” 9 times
and “Doctor” 2 times. We code industry for Irani, who holds a PhD in chemistry (Bloomberg 2017), as in the “Energy and
Natural Resources” industry.
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firms) and other finance (which includes credit unions and agencies as well as savings and loan
banks), and insurance and real estate. In all of the models, we use the defense industry as the omitted
category.

Region of residence. The models below contain a dummy variable for the individual’s reported re-
gion. These variables may be important if features of a region’s political economy—such as depen-
dence on a certain industry—affect political alignments directly, as past work has hypothesized
(Burris 1987, 1991, 2001, 2005; Clawson and Neustadtl 1989). We use the Northeast as the omitted
category.

Level of contributions. Finally, we also control for the log of the number of contributions an individ-
ual made in a specific election year to control for differences between donors at varying levels of po-
litical giving.

Descriptive statistics appear in Table 2.

F I N D I N G S

Political Activity
Our first hypothesis, in accordance with the fractured elite thesis, predicts that the inner circle will be
less politically active after the mid-1990s than before. Table 3 shows that, measured as the percentage
of inner circle directors that make donations, the inner circle has actually grown more politically active
over time. For instance, in 1982, around 40 percent of the inner circle donated to political campaigns.
By the year 2000, this percentage had reached 55 percent, representing nearly a 37.5 percent increase
in the rate of political participation. Interestingly, there is a drop in participation between 1990 to
1998, but even at its low point of nearly 45 percent in 1998, the rate of inner circle political participa-
tion is higher than in 1982.

Figure 1 shows political activity measured as the mean total contribution amount per inner circle
member in constant 2000 dollars.12 Here, we observe a similar trend as for rates of participation. In
1982, the average inner circle donor gave $6,961. This level of activity steadily increased, reaching
$10,228 in 2000.

Whether measured simply as donation rates or as the total amount elites donate, inner circle polit-
ical activity increased between 1982 and 2000. These patterns contradict our first hypothesis regard-
ing the political activity of the inner circle.

Political Unity: Social Network Analyses
Figures 2 and 3 illustrate the donation networks of the inner circle in 1982 and 2000. A glance at
these networks makes clear that not only has inner circle unity not declined, but that it follows the
trend in political activity—it has increased.

Table 4 shows the network cohesion measures for 1982, 1990, 1998, and 2000. Each of the differ-
ent measures suggests an increase in political unity, although some are stronger than others.

In 1982, there were 36 separate components of inner circle members. That is, there were 36 differ-
ent groupings of corporate elites that did not share a single common donation between them. By
1990, when commercial banks moved from the center of the network and CEO tenure drastically de-
clined due to the takeover and merger wave, the number of disconnected components was cut in
half. Although the number of components increased modestly in 1998, the network held steady at 19
components in 2000, an 89 percent decrease since 1982. The average geodesic distance between in-
ner circle donors also declined between 1982 and 2000, moving from just over 2.5 to just under 2.

12 We include donors who gave at least $500 in 1982 money, which ensures that inflation does not change our population of
donors.
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While this is not as drastic as the number of components, it also reflects an increasing cohesion.
Density shows the largest increase in political unity, with the proportion of ties among inner circle
donors more than tripling between 1982 and 2000. Figure 4 shows this increase in donation cohe-
sion, which explodes after 1998. These findings strongly contradict our second hypothesis that pre-
dicts a decline in elite political unity after 1990.

Table 3. Percentage of Inner Circle Directors Donating at Least $500 in 1982 money,
1982–2000

Year Percent Donating Total Number of Inner Circle

1982 39.8% 1,316
1990 46.4% 1,098
1998 44.9% 1,594
2000 55.1% 1,594

Table 2. Means for Primary Dependent and Independent Variables Used in the Inner Circle
Regression Analyses

Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Dependent Variables:
Bipartisan (0/1) 0.32 0.47 0 1
% to Incumbents 61.47 33.88 0 100
Independent Variables:
Year:
1990 0.20 0.40 0 1
1998 0.32 0.47 0 1
2000 0.35 0.48 0 1
Bank Board 0.19 0.39 0 1
Industry:
Agribusiness 0.07 0.25 0 1
Com. & Electronics 0.11 0.31 0 1
Construction 0.03 0.18 0 1
Energy & Natural Resources 0.07 0.26 0 1
Insurance & Real Estate 0.08 0.28 0 1
Health 0.07 0.25 0 1
Lawyers & Lobbyists 0.04 0.20 0 1
Transportation 0.07 0.25 0 1
Misc. Business 0.25 0.43 0 1
Commercial Banks 0.04 0.21 0 1
Wall Street and Other Finance 0.09 0.28 0 1
Non-Business 0.06 0.23 0 1
Region:
South 0.23 0.42 0 1
Midwest 0.30 0.46 0 1
West 0.16 0.36 0 1
DC 0.01 0.11 0 1
Log # of Contributions 1.44 0.65 0.69 3.81
N 1,629
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Political Pragmatism: Regression Analyses
Finally, we analyze changes in the partisanship of inner circle members over the 1982, 1990, 1998,
and 2000 election cycles. Again, the models are first restricted to elites who were members of the in-
ner circle in each election year (i.e., the models exclude elites who were not members of the inner cir-
cle in each election). These models control for salient member characteristics, including a dummy for
bank board directorship, industry of primary employment, the member’s region of residence, and
level of giving. We begin with the results for bipartisanship in Column 1 of Table 5. The column
presents the odds ratios from the logistic regression models predicting the likelihood of bipartisan
contributing. The year coefficients indicate that inner circle members were significantly more likely to
send their contributions to both parties in 1990 than in 1982.13 Between 1982 and 2000, the model

Figure 1. Per Capita Donations by Inner Circle Members, 1982–2000

Figure 2. 1982 Inner Circle Donation Network

13 Since the construction of the Davis inner circle sample varied by year (i.e., 1982 and 1990 were stratified by industry while 1999
was not), we have also estimated all of our regression models with a sample limited to inner circle members affiliated with top
20 industrial corporations in each year. This limited sample thus eliminates the sample strata used in 1982 and 1990, and pro-
vides us with a consistent, although not strictly representative, portion of the population over time. For both bipartisanship and
incumbency, the year coefficients are in the same direction and indicate trendless fluctuation since 1982. These results are avail-
able upon request.
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indicates no significant difference. The model also shows modest support for the role of commercial
banks in generating a bipartisan strategy—a bank board directorship increases the odds of giving
across the aisle by 30 percent relative to members of the inner circle without bank directorships, al-
though the coefficient is significant only at the 0.1-level. Members of the inner circle in agribusiness,
construction, law and lobbying, and miscellaneous business are significantly less likely to send contri-
butions across the aisle, relative to members in the defense industry. Members of the inner circle liv-
ing in the West and Midwest are significantly less likely to donate to both political parties than are
elites in the Northeast. Past work on corporate elites has also found similar patterns by region, with
corporate elites from the Northeast being the most pragmatic and elites in the West and, especially,
Midwest significantly less so (Burris 2010).

In Column 2 of Table 5, we present the estimates for another measure of political pragmatism:
the percentage of donations given to congressional incumbents. The year coefficients in these models
manifest much the same pattern as for bipartisanship. In particular, inner circle members gave a sig-
nificantly greater percentage of their donations to incumbents in 1990 and 1998, relative to 1982.
There are no significant differences between 1982 and 2000, suggesting no overall secular decline in
the degree of political pragmatism by the inner circle. In contrast to our models for bipartisanship, in
these models, the coefficient for bank boards is in the wrong direction and fails to reach statistical sig-
nificance. Thus, we find only mixed evidence for the role of commercial banks in generating a more
pragmatic political strategy, at least vis-�a-vis giving to both parties and incumbents. This finding is
consistent with the corporate dominance perspective that asserts banks are overvalued as sources of
pragmatism (see also Davis, Yoo, and Baker 2003). Again we find evidence for significant variation in
pragmatism tied to primary industry. Inner circle members affiliated with agribusiness, construction,

Figure 3. 2000 Inner Circle Donation Network

Table 4. Inner Circle Political Donation Network Cohesion, 1982–2000

1982 1990 1998 2000

Density .052 .072 .071 .166
Components 32 16 23 19
Distance 2.526 2.329 2.247 1.952
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law and lobbying, and miscellaneous business are significantly less likely to exercise a bipartisan and
pragmatic political strategy. Finally, the region coefficients suggest that members of the inner circle
residing in the West are significantly less likely to donate to both political parties and send a signifi-
cantly lower share of their donations to incumbents than do elites in the Northeast. Members resid-
ing in the Midwest exhibit a similar pattern across the two outcomes, although members of the West
stand out as the least bipartisan and pragmatic.

To summarize, we find no evidence in these models of a decline in the political pragmatism of in-
ner circle members since 1982. These findings stand in contrast to the fractured elite theory and our
third hypothesis regarding the effects of financialization on the political orientation of the corporate
inner circle (Mizruchi 2013; Waterhouse 2014). At the same time, we find only mixed evidence for
the role of commercial bank boards—a key mechanism of cohesion in the fractured elite account—
in facilitating political pragmatism amongst the inner circle members in our sample.

Interlocks and Political Pragmatism
Finally, in our last analysis, we examine two potential mechanisms that could explain the stability in
political strategies documented above. While proponents of the fractured elite thesis focus on commer-
cial bank boards, our results suggest no change in political activity, unity, bipartisanship, or pragma-
tism, even after the inner circle became largely detached from these boards after 1990. One
explanation for this finding is that pragmatism comes directly from the experience of directing multiple
large corporations; another related explanation is that pragmatism comes from the embeddedness of
the inner circle in policy-planning organizations. The few existing studies that examine the donations
of individual corporate elites in recent elections find conflicting evidence vis-�a-vis the role of multiple-
board memberships in generating a pragmatic, class-wide outlook (Burris 2001, 2005, 2010). These
studies have largely relied on OLS regressions to control for director characteristics that may influence
political behavior directly. However, OLS is vulnerable to omitted variable bias if director characteris-
tics not included in the model affect the propensity to join multiple boards (i.e., be a member of the
inner circle) and political behavior. Such difficult-to-measure characteristics are not hard to imagine.
For instance, Burris (2001) controls for educational background, ethnicity, and industry, but it is plau-
sible that unobserved director characteristics, such as sociability, make elites attractive potential board
members and may predispose them to a more bipartisan, pragmatic political strategy.

For these reasons, in the next set of models, we capitalize on the panel structure of our data to es-
timate the impact of inner circle membership and affiliations with bank boards on political behavior,
net of stable, unobserved director characteristics. As previously discussed, our sample is limited to in-
ner circle members (i.e., elites who direct two or more large corporations). That said, inner circle

Figure 4. Inner Circle Political Donation Network Density, 1982–2000
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Table 5. Multivariate Models of Bipartisanship and Giving to Incumbents, Inner Circle
Only

(1) Logistic Regression: Bipartisanship (2) Tobit Regression: % Incumbents

Year:
1982 Base
1990 1.936*** 16.33***

(0.381) (3.745)
1998 1.375 12.79***

(0.267) (3.606)
2000 1.119 3.511

(0.221) (3.667)
Bank Board 1.299* �2.517

(0.204) (2.580)
Industry:
Defense Base
Agribusiness 0.279*** �19.51***

(0.133) (4.796)
Com. & Electronics 0.756 �12.92***

(0.327) (4.527)
Construction 0.396* �19.91***

(0.215) (7.030)
Energy & Natural Resources 1.071 �11.72**

(0.474) (4.664)
Insurance & Real Estate 0.865 �20.21***

(0.381) (4.757)
Health 0.534 �25.08***

(0.240) (4.897)
Lawyers & Lobbyists 0.256** �14.59**

(0.143) (5.740)
Transportation 1.235 �16.04***

(0.555) (4.926)
Misc. Business 0.466* �22.11***

(0.194) (4.075)
Commercial Banks 0.663 �15.89***

(0.303) (5.513)
Wall Street and Other Finance 0.489 �25.39***

(0.218) (4.675)
Non-Business 0.463 �28.59***

(0.218) (6.303)
Region:
Northeast Base
South 0.814 5.541**

(0.137) (2.618)
Midwest 0.770* �4.602*

(0.121) (2.537)
West 0.645** �11.96***

(0.127) (3.152)

(continued)
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members with and without bank directorships do show up in our donation data both before they
have joined the inner circle (i.e., taken a position directing a second large company) and after they
have left the inner circle, as well as before they are directors of commercial banks and after.14

With this in mind, in the final set of regression models we utilize a within-subject design to esti-
mate the effect of inner circle status and bank directorships on political behavior. To do so, we add
dummy variables for inner circle members without bank directorships and inner circle members with
bank directorships. We capitalize on within-individual changes in inner circle and bank director status
to estimate fixed and random effects models. Fixed effects estimates quantify the association between
inner circle membership and bank directorships and political behavior net of all time invariant charac-
teristics of inner circle members (such as wealth, education, membership in exclusive social clubs, so-
ciability, etc.). For this reason, fixed effects models explicitly estimate only the impact of variables
that vary over time within individuals (i.e., we cannot estimate the effect of industry or region of resi-
dence in these models since these characteristics seldom vary within individuals). Random effects
estimates utilize both within- and between-individual variation (and thus allow us to estimate the im-
pact of time invariant factors), but assume that unobserved characteristics of directors are orthogonal
to the included predictors. In the case of our estimates for bipartisanship, then, we present both ran-
dom and fixed effects estimates. For giving to incumbents, our estimates are limited to random effects
due to the nature of our dependent variable.15 Again, although past studies have utilized extensive
control variables, random and fixed effects estimates offer a significant improvement over the esti-
mates in past studies (see Murray 2014 for an important exception, although at the organizational
level of analysis, rather than the individual director-level) as they implicitly control for unobserved,
time-invariant characteristics of elites. In this way, we offer new evidence that interlocking director-
ates do seem to have a consistent and significant impact on political behavior, but again mixed evi-
dence for the role of bank boards.

Our results for bipartisanship appear in Table 6. For comparison with the fixed and random effects
models, we first present multiple regression estimates of the association between inner circle and

Table 5. Multivariate Models of Bipartisanship and Giving to Incumbents, Inner Circle
Only (continued)

(1) Logistic Regression: Bipartisanship (2) Tobit Regression: % Incumbents

DC 0.901 7.675
(0.426) (8.469)

Log # of Contributions 1.613*** 4.217***
(0.148) (1.482)

Constant 0.348** 66.24***
(0.156) (4.969)

N 1,629 1,629

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01, two-tailed test
Note: Models contain standard errors robust to clustering by director.

14 Unfortunately, our data are limited to individuals who eventually become inner circle members (i.e., elites who hold two or
more board memberships) by the year 2000. Thus, we cannot fully estimate the effect of moving from a single board to holding
two or more board memberships. That is, we have data on individuals who direct a single company and then begin directing
multiple companies but we do not have single company directors who never join the inner circle. This could mean that our esti-
mate of inner circle membership, relative to non-directors (i.e., executives and other elites who hold no board directorships), is
attenuated if these elites held a board membership before joining the inner circle that we cannot observe with our data.
Conversely, our estimates could overstate the difference between inner circle membership (2þ boards) and one board member-
ship. For these reasons, our results for these models should be read with some caution.

15 For more on the bias of the estimator in the Tobit context, see Greene (2004). While random effects Tobit is supported in
Stata 13, the analogous fixed effects Tobit is not.
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bank board membership with political bipartisanship and pragmatism by simply adding indicators for
inner circle membership with or without a bank directorship. Thus, these dummy variables capture
the change in political behavior associated with inner circle membership for the elites in our sample
controlling for year, industry, region of residence, and number of contributions given. Column 1 gives
the naı̈ve estimates for the sample. In Column 2, we present the random effects estimates, followed
by the fixed effects estimates in Column 3. In Column 1, inner circle membership without a bank di-
rectorship is positive and significant. Joining the inner circle is associated with a 39 percent increase
in the odds of giving contributions to both political parties. This finding, in fact, is consistent across
our model specifications. Even in the fixed effects model in Column 3, joining the inner circle is asso-
ciated with a statistically significant increase in the likelihood of giving to both political parties. The
results in the fixed effects specification indicate that joining the inner circle is associated with a 36
percent increase in the odds of bipartisan contributing. The strength and consistency of the results
give us greater confidence in the impact of inner circle membership on political behavior. We do,
however, also find consistent evidence for the role of directorships on the boards of commercial
banks across the model specifications. This evidence is consistent with the fracturing thesis (though
not directly supportive of it). The major claim of the fracturing thesis is that the inner circle is no lon-
ger associated with bank boards; however, it could be the case that bank boards still generate pragma-
tism and moderation. Similarly, our results cannot speak to another key claim of the fracturing
thesis—that fewer inner circle members are directors of banks. The findings regarding the indepen-
dent effect of inner circle status, however, are in contrast to the fracturing thesis. These results sug-
gest that the experience of directing two or more large corporations generates a pragmatic and
moderate political orientation, independent of any association with commercial banks (although, as
previously mentioned, it could be due to an association with the policy planning network).
Importantly, we find no evidence of within-individual declines in bipartisanship over time.

Finally, Table 7 presents the analogous Tobit regression results for giving to incumbents. In
Column 1, we present the naı̈ve estimates of the impact of joining the inner circle. Column 1 of
Table 7 suggests that joining the inner circle is associated with a positive and significant 4-point in-
crease in the percentage of donations sent to incumbents in the House and Senate. The random
effects estimate in Column 2 is also positive, but slightly reduced in magnitude. In this model, the im-
pact of inner circle membership falls to under four points. The year coefficients for 1990 and 1998
are both positive and significant, while 2000 shows no significant difference from 1982. As in the in-
ner circle models, we find no evidence that joining a bank board increases a director’s contributions
to incumbents.

Taken together, these findings consistently support hypothesis 5 and provide at least a partial ex-
planation of why the inner circle has been able to maintain its political pragmatism, even in the face
of the structural changes caused by financialization. That is, membership on multiple corporate
boards—even those outside of commercial banking—seems to temper the political strategies of cor-
porate elites. The association of inner circle membership with political pragmatism appears robust to
a variety of model specifications including the random- and fixed-effects that begin to take into ac-
count unobserved characteristics of directors that could affect political strategies directly. Again, the
role of bank board memberships is quite mixed. Although bank directorships do impact the propen-
sity to give to both political parties, they have no discernible effect on giving to incumbents. Thus,
we find only partial support for hypothesis 4.

D I S C U S S I O N
Our aim in this paper has been to test several of the key hypotheses derived from the fracturing the-
sis. Namely, we set out to test the hypotheses that the political activity, unity, and pragmatism of the
inner circle has declined since 1990. In contrast to the fracturing thesis, we have found no systematic
evidence of a change in elite behavior since 1982. Using a bivariate analysis of political activity, we
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Table 6. Coefficients from the Regression of Bipartisanship on Inner Circle and Bank Board
Membership

(1) (2) (3)
Logistic Random Effects Fixed Effects

Inner Circle Status:
Non-Inner Circle Base
Inner Circle, No Bank Board 1.394*** 1.455*** 1.364*

(0.153) (0.185) (0.253)
Inner Circle, Bank Board 1.738*** 2.024*** 2.410***

(0.283) (0.373) (0.696)
Year:

1982 Base
1990 1.867*** 2.099*** 2.132***

(0.294) (0.406) (0.521)
1998 1.109 1.113 1.034

(0.182) (0.212) (0.252)
2000 0.890 0.864 0.817

(0.148) (0.166) (0.204)
Industry:
Defense Base
Agribusiness 0.292*** 0.228***

(0.104) (0.103)
Com. & Electronics 0.763 0.717

(0.241) (0.296)
Construction 0.519 0.454

(0.211) (0.224)
Energy & Natural Resources 1.035 0.990

(0.329) (0.418)
Insurance & Real Estate 0.978 0.946

(0.307) (0.392)
Health 0.604 0.521

(0.199) (0.229)
Lawyers & Lobbyists 0.362*** 0.286**

(0.142) (0.143)
Transportation 1.108 1.091

(0.369) (0.472)
Misc. Business 0.510** 0.429**

(0.149) (0.167)
Commercial Banks 0.755 0.661

(0.266) (0.310)
Wall Street and Other Finance 0.788 0.722

(0.250) (0.301)
Non-Business 0.370*** 0.311***

(0.126) (0.139)

(continued)
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demonstrated an increase in political activity—measured as both the percentage of the inner circle
giving political donations and the mean amount contributed (in constant dollars)—between 1982
and 2000. Using a comprehensive social network analysis, we also show that the political unity of the
inner circle has increased since 1982. Whether measured by network density, geodesic distance, or
number of components, we reveal that the political action of the inner circle has grown more—not
less—cohesive over time. And finally, we find little movement in the donation strategies of the corpo-
rate inner circle. Using measures of bipartisanship and pragmatism derived from campaign contribu-
tions, we find evidence to suggest that—even controlling for primary industry and bank board
directorships—there has been limited, systematic movement in the donation patterns of the corpo-
rate inner circle. Taken together, our null results cast some doubt on the fracturing thesis, at least vis-
�a-vis the measures of political behavior we use here between 1982 and 2000.

Given our null findings, we have also begun to apply more rigorous estimation strategies to un-
derstanding the mechanisms that shape elite political behavior. In a series of novel fixed- and
random-effects regression analyses, we consider the within-elite relationship between inner circle
membership with and without a commercial bank affiliation and political donation strategy. Using
data on elites before and after joining the inner circle, we find only mixed evidence for the role of
commercial banks in generating a bipartisan, pragmatic strategy, but strong and consistent evidence
for the role of interlocking directorates. That is, even with our “controls” for stable, unobserved
elite characteristics and net of any affiliation with commercial banks, we find that joining the inner
circle is associated with a significantly increased likelihood of giving to both political parties and a
higher proportion of political money given to Congressional incumbents. We have suggested two
possible reasons for this association in line with past theorizing. For one, members of the corporate
inner circle could gain “business scan” through their association with multiple firms; second, as the
corporate dominance thesis suggests, inner circle members are also far more likely to take part in
policy planning organizations. Our aim in this paper is not to adjudicate between these two

Table 6. Coefficients from the Regression of Bipartisanship on Inner Circle and Bank Board
Membership (continued)

(1) (2) (3)
Logistic Random Effects Fixed Effects

Region:
Northeast Base
South 0.927 0.912

(0.133) (0.152)
Midwest 0.743** 0.707**

(0.0977) (0.115)
West 0.679** 0.609**

(0.111) (0.119)
DC 0.908 0.942

(0.338) (0.509)
Log # of Contributions 1.609*** 1.720*** 1.443***

(0.127) (0.157) (0.204)
Constant 0.262*** 0.218***

(0.0852) (0.0927)
Director-Years 2,436 2,436 898
N 1,239 326

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01, two-tailed test
Note: Model 1 contains standard errors robust to clustering by director.
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Table 7. Coefficients from the Regression of Percent to Incumbents on Inner Circle
Membership

(1) (2)
Tobit Random Effects Tobit

Inner Circle Status:
Non-Inner Circle Base
Inner Circle, No Bank Board 4.122** 3.681**

(1.866) (1.763)
Inner Circle, Bank Board 1.180 1.051

(2.608) (2.635)
Year:

1982 Base
1990 18.06*** 17.67***

(3.109) (2.702)
1998 12.58*** 12.31***

(3.051) (2.641)
2000 0.220 0.722

(3.147) (2.644)
Industry:
Defense Base
Agribusiness �14.61*** �15.78**

(4.930) (6.439)
Com. & Electronics �7.978* �8.572

(4.679) (6.268)
Construction �16.51*** �16.84**

(6.400) (7.321)
Energy & Natural Resources �9.518* �10.26

(5.013) (6.434)
Insurance & Real Estate �13.10*** �15.21**

(4.785) (6.327)
Health �17.92*** �18.80***

(5.074) (6.597)
Lawyers & Lobbyists �5.766 �6.420

(6.195) (7.161)
Transportation �12.93** �15.06**

(5.150) (6.627)
Misc. Business �12.96*** �14.62**

(4.330) (5.877)
Commercial Banks �11.58** �12.75*

(5.443) (7.117)
Wall Street and Other Finance �18.68*** �19.53***

(4.708) (6.373)
Non-Business �22.17*** �24.56***

(5.401) (6.485)

(continued)
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mechanisms. Both mechanisms may be at work, and we urge future researchers to examine this im-
portant question. In specifying a plausible alternative mechanism to the role of commercial bank
boards in generating pragmatic political behavior, we have given additional evidence to re-examine
the fracturing thesis.

Although we have provided consistent evidence of long-term stability in elite political behavior
and new, more robust evidence of the role of interlocking directorates in shaping that behavior,
our hypotheses and analyses were necessarily limited by the data currently available. Notably, our
sample of inner circle members comes from the work of Davis (1991, 1996; Davis et al. 2003).
Given the changing structure of the American economy and the attendant changes in the definition
of the Fortune 500/1000 since 1982, the Davis sample contains the 500 largest industrials, 50 larg-
est commercial banks, 25 diversified financials, 25 retailers, and 25 transportation companies in
1982 and 1990, but the largest 600 public firms in 1999. Although this sampling criterion was used
to ensure maximal representativeness and comparability over time, it also raises the possibility that
our results could be affected by changes in the sampling rules. For instance, the 1982 and 1990
samples inevitably contain a higher proportion of industrial firms relative to 1999. At the same
time, the inclusion of the additional sampling strata—to ensure financial, retail, and transportation
firms were represented—could mean a relatively higher share of smaller (as measured by sales or
assets) firms relative to 1999. If there are systematic differences in the political behavior of these
segments over time, our results for earlier years could be affected. However, as Burris (2010) notes,
past research has turned up little evidence linking firm size to political strategies among corporate
PACs or corporate elites. Nonetheless, future work should revisit our hypotheses using more con-
sistent data.

Another related limitation of our study concerns the relatively small number of election years we
observe inner circle members. Although ours is one of the first analyses of corporate political behav-
ior to span multiple election cycles over a nearly twenty-year period, we nonetheless observe the

Table 7. Coefficients from the Regression of Percent to Incumbents on Inner Circle
Membership (continued)

(1) (2)
Tobit Random Effects Tobit

Region:
Northeast Base
South 6.777*** 6.776***

(2.228) (2.455)
Midwest �5.699** �5.661**

(2.305) (2.358)
West �9.113*** �9.958***

(2.810) (2.796)
DC �2.274 �3.072

(9.533) (7.920)
Log # of Contributions 4.986*** 4.263***

(1.273) (1.295)
Constant 55.36*** 57.71***

(5.071) (6.351)
Director-Years 2,436 2,436
N 1,239

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01, two-tailed test
Note: Model 1 contains standard errors robust to clustering by director.
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inner circle’s political behavior in only four election cycles—1982, 1990, 1998, and 2000. These four
election cycles comprise three midterm elections and one presidential election year. It could be that
the share of donations to Congressional incumbents from individual elites increases in midterm elec-
tions, relative to presidential cycles. For instance, we find evidence that giving to Congressional
incumbents increased in the 1990 and 1998 midterm elections. While this at least implies no sus-
tained, secular decreases in giving to incumbents relative to 1982, it could also be the case that elite
giving varies between presidential and midterm elections. In other words, data for additional midterm
and presidential cycles could reveal that the increases we observe in 1990 and 1998 are part of a
larger pattern of cyclical variation in elite giving. In this vein, future work should also examine the
evolution of elite political behavior after 2000. Although we have theorized multi-faceted mechanisms
of class-wide rationality (Useem 1984), it could be that the distinctiveness of inner circle political be-
havior derives primarily from the mechanism identified by Chu and Davis (2016)—information diffu-
sion. If this is the case, it is possible that inner circle political behavior shifts after 2000 when our
series ends. We leave it to future work to investigate this significant and provocative extension of the
fracturing thesis.

While our findings seemingly contradict the foundation of the fractured elite thesis, it is important
to note that we have demonstrated consistent patterns of political behavior only vis-�a-vis the dis-
closed political contributions of elites. The strategies elites enact when making political contributions
may not be a perfect measure of underlying policy preferences. For instance, it is possible that elites
enact pragmatic political strategies with their publicly disclosed political contributions, but privately
hold political preferences at odds with class-wide interests. Nonetheless, we note that the “revealed
preferences” represented by political contributions are the only measure of political behavior we have
for these elites and the one used by nearly all past research on this hard-to-access population.

Similarly, we have demonstrated patterns in political contributions that are consistent with secur-
ing access to politicians, but not how that access is used. Our findings suggest that between 1982 and
2000, the inner circle is just as pragmatic vis-a-vis the politicians to whom they want access, they are
more active in trying to gain access, and they are more unified in whom they target. However, it is
still possible that what the inner circle uses its access for is very different due to financialization and
the decline of the moneyed center of the inter-corporate network. Perhaps elites once lobbied for
policies oriented around financial capital, but now lobby for policies oriented around a different com-
bination of interests. It is also plausible that the inner circle has become less able to diffuse its per-
spective to non-inner circle corporate elites as the inter-corporate network has declined in
interconnectivity and the center has lost its control over capital flows. Even if these possibilities
proved to be the case, our study adds significant nuance to our understanding of corporate political
action in the last decades of the 20th century. Future research should extend our analyses to focus on
lobbying activity and the influence of inner circle political activity on state policy.

C O N C L U S I O N
According to a diversity of scholarly accounts, the corporate elite of the immediate post-war period
through the 1970s was distinguished by a political activism and pragmatic approach unified around
class-wide interests that made them the leading edge of business politics. Recent changes in the
American political economy, coupled with a lack of empirical data on the individual political behavior
of corporate elites, has led to a divide among scholars regarding corporate elite political behavior
since the 1980s. On the one hand are scholars who focus on commercial banks’ position at the center
of inter-corporate networks as a source of class-wide rationality. These scholars interpret the conse-
quences of financialization as a fracturing of the corporate elite, leading to an inner circle that is less
activist, less pragmatic, and less unified (Chu and Davis 2016; Davis and Mizruchi 1999; Mizruchi
2010, 2013; Waterhouse 2014). On the other hand, there is a group of scholars who focus on sources
of unity that were not affected by financialization, such as the experience of directing multiple
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companies and the role of policy groups in bringing together inner circle members. These scholars ar-
gue for a corporate elite that still is activist, unified, and pragmatic, and whose interests continue to
dominate state policy (Domhoff, 2014; 2015; Dreiling and Darves, 2016). Given our null findings
across a range of political behaviors between 1982 and 2000 and new, more robust evidence regard-
ing the mechanisms of elite political cohesion, we argue that our results are more consistent with the
corporate dominance perspective.
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APPENDIX

Table A1 below provides additional robustness checks for the logistic regression models in Table 5,
Column 1 of the paper. In the first column, we present the results from the body of the paper for
comparison. In column 2, we specify an alternate dependent variable that uses the dollar amount
given to both political parties, rather than the number, to identify bipartisan political donations. In
the third column, we use a more restrictive definition of bipartisanship. Here, we operationalize bipar-
tisanship as between 40 and 60 percent to Republicans. And lastly, column 4 presents the analogous
measure from column 3 using the dollar amount of an inner circle member’s contributions, rather
than the number.

Table A1. Multivariate Models of Bipartisanship with Robustness Checks, Inner Circle Only

(1) # Bipartisan (2) $ Bipartisan (3) Bipartisan 40/60 (4) $ Bipartisan 40/60

Year:
1982 Base
1990 1.936*** 2.384*** 2.509*** 3.135***

(0.381) (0.503) (0.775) (1.043)
1998 1.375 1.683** 1.781* 1.664

(0.267) (0.348) (0.541) (0.548)
2000 1.119 1.399 1.465 1.484

(0.221) (0.289) (0.450) (0.489)
Bank Board 1.299* 1.346* 1.317 1.288

(0.204) (0.218) (0.267) (0.295)
Industry:
Defense Base
Agribusiness 0.279*** 0.213*** 0.0945*** 0.200**

(0.133) (0.109) (0.0799) (0.140)
Com. & Electronics 0.756 0.696 0.902 0.740

(0.327) (0.316) (0.456) (0.402)
Construction 0.396* 0.468 1.066 0.777

(0.215) (0.262) (0.636) (0.500)
Energy & Natural Resources 1.071 1.029 1.104 1.127

(0.474) (0.474) (0.570) (0.614)
Insurance & Real Estate 0.865 0.775 1.082 1.182

(0.381) (0.361) (0.553) (0.622)
Health 0.534 0.509 0.645 0.316*

(0.240) (0.242) (0.354) (0.196)
Lawyers & Lobbyists 0.256** 0.262** 0.441 0.219*

(0.143) (0.155) (0.291) (0.179)
Transportation 1.235 0.996 1.051 1.057

(0.555) (0.469) (0.562) (0.617)

(continued)
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In Table A2, we present robustness checks for the tobit regressions in Table 5, Column 2. The first
column reproduces the results from the body of the paper. In column 2, we code an alternate depen-
dent variable that operationalizes percentage of donations to incumbents as a percentage of the total
dollar amount given to candidates, rather than the number.

The additional models presented in the tables show substantively similar patterns, especially vis-�a-
vis the critical election year coefficients.

Table A1. Multivariate Models of Bipartisanship with Robustness Checks, Inner Circle
Only (continued)

(1) # Bipartisan (2) $ Bipartisan (3) Bipartisan 40/60 (4) $ Bipartisan 40/60

Misc. Business 0.466* 0.412** 0.476 0.395*
(0.194) (0.182) (0.233) (0.209)

Commercial Banks 0.663 0.801 0.793 0.727
(0.303) (0.393) (0.454) (0.427)

Wall Street and Other Finance 0.489 0.461 0.608 0.681
(0.218) (0.219) (0.327) (0.379)

Non-Business 0.463 0.463 0.805 0.455
(0.218) (0.232) (0.442) (0.285)

Region:
Northeast Base
South 0.814 0.864 0.758 0.693

(0.137) (0.147) (0.168) (0.172)
Midwest 0.770* 0.727** 0.756 0.535***

(0.121) (0.118) (0.159) (0.129)
West 0.645** 0.715* 0.666 0.672

(0.127) (0.139) (0.174) (0.181)
DC 0.901 0.754 0.901 1.755

(0.426) (0.441) (0.717) (1.276)
Ln(Contributions) 1.613*** 1.638*** 0.721** 1.098

(0.148) (0.133) (0.0966) (0.133)
Constant 0.348** 0.0101*** 0.196*** 0.0628**

(0.156) (0.00797) (0.108) (0.0716)
N 1,629 1,629 1,629 1,629

Table A2. Multivariate Models Giving to Incumbents with Robustness Check, Inner Circle
Only

(1) % of # to Incumbents (2) % of $ to Incumbents

Year:
1982 Base Base
1990 16.33*** 16.94***

(3.745) (3.821)
1998 12.79*** 13.32***

(3.606) (3.694)
2000 3.511 4.135

(3.667) (3.750)

(continued)
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Table A2. Multivariate Models Giving to Incumbents with Robustness Check, Inner Circle
Only (continued)

(1) % of # to Incumbents (2) % of $ to Incumbents

Bank Board �2.517 �2.952
(2.580) (2.627)

Industry:
Defense
Agribusiness �19.51*** �19.06***

(4.796) (4.803)
Com. & Electronics �12.92*** �11.92***

(4.527) (4.551)
Construction �19.91*** �18.32**

(7.030) (7.212)
Energy & Natural Resources �11.72** �10.12**

(4.664) (4.611)
Insurance & Real Estate �20.21*** �18.74***

(4.757) (4.828)
Health �25.08*** �23.95***

(4.897) (4.958)
Lawyers & Lobbyists �14.59** �15.66***

(5.740) (5.827)
Transportation �16.04*** �14.40***

(4.926) (4.929)
Misc. Business �22.11*** �22.08***

(4.075) (4.081)
Commercial Banks �15.89*** �16.69***

(5.513) (5.648)
Wall Street and Other Finance �25.39*** �26.77***

(4.675) (4.704)
Non-Business �28.59*** �29.71***

(6.303) (6.350)
Region:
Northeast
South 5.541** 5.985**

(2.618) (2.655)
Midwest �4.602* �5.365**

(2.537) (2.608)
West �11.96*** �11.98***

(3.152) (3.255)
DC 7.675 7.461

(8.469) (9.218)
Ln(Contributions) 4.217*** 1.126

(1.482) (1.270)
Constant 66.24*** 62.22***

(4.969) (10.84)
N 1,629 1,629
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