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ABSTRACT

Building a Bigger Team: Explaining Organized Labor’s Advocacy for Climate Policy in the

American States

by

Geoffrey Lancaster Henderson

Whether your primary concern is saving the planet, promoting economic equality, or
even understanding organized groups’ decisions, you may have wondered what motivates
groups to form coalitions. The stronger the coalition advocating for addressing climate
change or creating well-paid union jobs, the logic goes, the more pressure governments will
face to pass policies that advance these objectives. | argue that during times when
governments cannot pass climate policy due to legislative gridlock, environmentalists have a
greater incentive to make policy concessions to organized labor to increase their political
resources for current or future policy negotiations. Environmentalists’ concessions are more
likely to win labor’s support when they mitigate the uncertainty characteristic of climate

policy’s economic impacts.

| demonstrate this theory through comparative and longitudinal case studies of four
states in the American West which have been climate policy pioneers. Whereas labor

federations have advocated for substantial climate policies alongside environmental groups in



Washington and Colorado, Oregon and California have not witnessed comparable coalitions
despite their similar political and economic characteristics. | draw my data from elite
interviews, primary and secondary sources, and legislators’ environmental voting scores from

the League of Conservation Voters (LCV) covering roughly the past two decades.



Chapter 1: Introduction

“If we were going to succeed with climate policy, we needed a bigger team.”
--Environmental organization leader, Washington state

“Job-creating 100% clean energy bill advances”

--Headline of a front-page article in The Stand, a Washington State Labor Council
publication

“Donald Trump thinks that wind turbines cause cancer. Here in Washington, we know they

cause jobs.”
--Washington Governor Jay Inslee

Whether your primary concern is saving the planet, promoting economic equality, or
even understanding organized groups’ decisions, you may have wondered what motivates
groups to form coalitions. The stronger the coalition advocating for addressing climate
change or creating well-paid union jobs, the logic goes, the more pressure governments will
face to pass policies that advance these objectives. | argue that during times when
governments cannot pass climate policy due to legislative gridlock, environmentalists face
greater incentives to make policy concessions to organized labor to increase their political
resources for current or future policy negotiations. Environmentalists’ concessions are more
likely to win labor’s support when they mitigate the uncertainty characteristic of climate
policy’s economic impacts. Reaching agreement on a shared policy proposal requires
environmental leaders to invest scarce resources such as money and time, signaling to labor
leaders that their partners will not renege on their promises once an opportunity to pass
climate policy reemerges.

| demonstrate this theory through comparative and longitudinal case studies of four
states in the American West which have been climate policy pioneers. Whereas labor

federations have advocated for substantial climate policies alongside environmental groups in



Washington and Colorado, Oregon and California have not witnessed comparable coalitions
despite their similar political and economic characteristics. | draw my data from elite
interviews, primary and secondary sources, and legislators’ environmental voting scores from
the League of Conservation Voters (LCV) covering roughly the past two decades, before
which climate change was not a highly salient political issue in the United States. | will show
that like their overall voting records, legislators’ environmental voting records tend to be
quite stable over time, suggesting that LCV scores offer a reliable and valid means of
measuring political opportunity.

In this chapter I will introduce the intuition behind my argument. | will then provide

an overview of the dissertation explaining each chapter’s contribution.

Toward a Theory of Interest-Group Coalition-Building

A funny thing happened in Washington state in 2019. The previous year, the state
labor federation had been embroiled in a conflict among its members around support for a
ballot initiative to place a fee on carbon emissions. Washington State Labor Council (WSLC)
President Jeff Johnson had put his legacy on the line to support the policy and came within a
hair’s breadth of winning his membership’s endorsement. After the federation failed to
endorse the policy, the carbon-intensive unions that had blocked the endorsement criticized
Johnson for devoting federation funds to supporting the initiative. Johnson’s intended
successor lost her bid for the presidency, ushering in the more moderate Larry Brown of the
Machinists union, which had played a role in vetoing the carbon fee. Remarkably, however,
just a few months later the WSLC gave its endorsement to a similarly transformative

proposal to transition the state to 100 percent clean electricity by 2045. Meanwhile, despite a



longstanding Democratic trifecta just over Washington’s Southern border, the WSLC’s
counterpart in Oregon remained on the sidelines as environmentalists sought to spur a similar
energy transition.

The above narrative is puzzling in two ways, one theoretical and one empirical. First,
labor federations in industrialized countries include powerful carbon-intensive interests. Yet
in some places, these federations form coalitions with environmental groups seeking to enact
policies that could impose costs on carbon-intensive sectors. Second, some state labor
federations—for instance, those in Colorado and Washington—have played a central role in
coalitions with environmental groups lobbying for climate policy, while others—for instance,
California and Oregon—have remained on the sidelines.

Interest groups’ fundamental purpose is to influence public policy, such as legislation
and agency rulemaking, through lobbying (Baumgartner et al 2009; Yackee 2015). Political
scientists widely understand that interest groups typically lobby as part of coalitions rather
than alone (Hula 1995, 1999). These coalitions often affiliate with political parties to
nominate favorable candidates so that they have elite allies eager to champion their proposals
(Cohen et al 2008; Bawn et al 2012; Krimmel 2017).

Coalition partners offer interest groups greater resources, increasing the likelihood
that their favored policies will pass (Hojnacki 1997; Baumgartner et al 2009). Interest
groups’ resources include “staff, budgets, membership, diversity, bipartisanship, [and] good
connections.” Staff perform myriad tasks, not least developing and advocating for the
group’s favored policies and mobilizing the membership, which can pressure election-
seeking politicians to the extent that they can credibly signal their influence at the polls

(Hansen 1991). A larger budget permits a group to hire more staff, and to spend more money



on campaign contributions, which can facilitate access to lawmakers (Hall and Wayman
1990; Kalla and Broockman 2016). A group’s diversity—partisan, ideological, demographic,
or otherwise—increases its capacity for mobilizing and credibly representing electorally
influential constituencies and aids the group’s leaders in developing effective strategies
(Ganz 2000). As legislative success hinges on pivotal representatives (Krehbiel 1998), one
strategy often associated with success is leveraging relationships with high-level public
officials (Baumgartner et al 2009).

Yet we still know relatively little about when interest groups have an incentive to
build their coalitions, with whom they choose to align themselves, and how allies reach
agreements on policy design. First, previous theories cannot predict when interest groups
have incentive to make commitments to potential allies. Since groups value autonomy and
often must make sacrifices to bring allies on board, efforts to broaden a group’s coalition are
puzzling. Nor does prior research shed much light on how groups identify viable allies.
While allies offer greater resources, prior research does not explain why interest groups form
coalitions with certain well-resourced groups rather than others. Nor has the extant literature,
in McCarty and Schickler’s (2018) words, “come to terms with how the coalitions make
decisions internally”—groups within a coalition might vote, bargain, delegate, or coordinate
in decentralized fashion. If they make decisions through voting or bargaining, it is not yet
clear how an interest group gains their ally’s support for a policy proposal.

This dissertation represents a first step toward answering these critical questions. It
argues that during substantial periods of legislative gridlock—when the majority cannot pass
its favored policy proposals—interest groups’ incentives increase to pool their resources with

other groups (Krehbiel 1998). Gridlock implies to policy entrepreneurs—groups seeking to



enact a policy (Kingdon 1984)—that the current field of “organized combat” among policy-
demanding groups is not sufficiently balanced in their favor, requiring additional allies to aid
their advocacy for reform (Hacker and Pierson 2010, 2014). In periods with high partisan
polarization, policy entrepreneurs’ best chance at passing their policy proposals runs through
the party with which they most closely associate, and therefore fellow policy demanders
within their party orbit represent optimal coalition partners (Cohen et al 2008; Bawn et al
2012; McCarty and Schickler 2018). These prospective partners are more likely to accept
groups’ invitations to join coalitions when they receive policy concessions that assuage
pivotal members’ uncertainty regarding the benefits they would receive from the proposed
policy (Hula 1999; Esterling 2004). Policy entrepreneurs devote scarce resources—exactly
the currency that they seek from their partners—to demonstrating that their commitment to
these policy agreements is credible (Weingast and Marshall 1988).

The concessions that policy entrepreneurs offer their partisan allies during periods of
gridlock produce path-dependent coalitions, laying the foundation for passing their favored
policies when political opportunity reemerges. This insight brings together largely disparate
literatures on policymaking institutions and interest groups (for an exception, see Brulle
2018), clarifying the conditions under which political opportunities exist for organized
groups. Further, it builds on an emerging literature examining organized labor’s role in
climate policymaking (Brecher 2018; Hyde and VVachon 2018; Mildenberger 2020; Robinson
2020), showing that labor federations’ lobbying strategies and policy positions shift
according to the political conditions they face.

It bears emphasizing, as many of my interviewees did, that organized labor is not a

monolith. While state labor federations typically represent the vast majority of unionized



workers in a given state, they are not all-encompassing. For instance, in 2004 a group of
unions known as Change to Win broke away from the AFL-CIO at the national and state
levels due to a disagreement over the federation’s strategy for building their membership.
The breakaway unions were dedicated to the organizing model, which seeks to expand the
movement by organizing non-union workplaces. These unions, such as the SEIU, have at
times transformed from an interest group into a social movement, organizing mass
participation in disruptive activities outside institutional channels to pursue causes such as a
$15 minimum wage (Gamson and Meyer 1996; Featherstone 2021). In contrast, more
traditional unions such as the Building Trades adhere to business unionism, an approach that
prioritizes jobs and material gains for workers at already unionized workplaces. Despite their
conservatism, even those unions often advocate for public policies with relative
independence from the state labor federation, as we will see in Chapters 5 and 6. The next

section maps out the dissertation, summarizing each chapter’s contribution to the argument.

Overview of the Dissertation

In the next chapter, | review extant theory regarding the formation of social
movement and lobbying coalitions, generating several alternative explanations that can be
tested empirically. I then introduce my theory that legislative gridlock increases the
likelihood that policy-demanding groups within a party coalition will lobby together for a
shared policy proposal. By increasing the resources necessary to pass a law, gridlock
incentivizes interest groups to pool their resources. These decisions set in motion a path-
dependent process that encourages interest groups to make concessions to pivotal members

within aligned groups, increasing the likelihood of coalition formation. | explain that policy



entrepreneurs demonstrate their credibility to their allies through opportunity costs and
audience costs, and are more likely to win allies’ support when their policy proposals provide
certainty regarding economic benefits.

Chapter 3 lays out a research design to test this theory as well as the alternative
explanations. To isolate an independent variable and uncover the mechanisms through which
it affects coalition formation, | combine cross-case comparison and within-case process
tracing. First, | select four state cases with similar political histories and economies, enabling
a most-similar systems design. | select two pairs of cases with comparable characteristics,
and within each pair | select one case in which the state federation formed a coalition with
environmentalists and a case in which the federation did not join an analogous coalition.
Seeking to ensure that the theory applies in both low- and high-carbon economies, | select
one pair of each. Oregon and Washington both derive a large share of their electricity from
clean sources such as hydropower and have negligible fossil fuel production, yet divergent
outcomes with regarding to labor-environmental coalitions. California and Colorado both
rely heavily on carbon-intensive industries for employment and economic growth, but they
also differ in terms of labor’s role in the energy transition. I explain how I measure the
independent variable, political opportunity, using scores from state chapters of the League of
Conservation Voters derived from legislators’ voting records. I supplement these scores with
additional data, including responses to public opinion surveys and records of interest group
campaign contributions, to compare the four states along multiple dimensions of theoretical
interest.

Chapter 3 also describes the data and methods | use to conduct process tracing within

cases. | derive my primary data for this study from approximately 60 semi-structured



interviews with labor and environmental leaders and other key informants in my four states. |
explain my procedure for interview sampling, which begins with a positional approach and
builds from that foundation with snowball sampling. Alongside primary sources including
policy memos and secondary sources such as news articles, these qualitative data allow me to
unpack the mechanisms intervening between political opportunity and coalition formation.

Having introduced the research design, | turn to the empirical analyses. Chapter 4
leverages the most-similar systems design to compare each pair of states, demonstrating that
the states which experienced sustained periods of legislative gridlock—Washington and
Colorado—ultimately arrived at labor-environmental coalitions. On the other side of the
ledger, the states which did not experience sustained gridlock on climate change—QOregon
and California—saw their labor federations remain on the sidelines of climate policymaking.
The chapter also tests the alternative explanations that member preferences or power
relationships among organized groups account for coalition formation, finding little evidence
in support of these hypotheses.

In Chapters 5 and 6, | take a deeper dive into the recent history of energy policy in
each state. Chapter 5 recounts the ebb and flow of political opportunity and inter-movement
coalitions in Washington state, explaining how the legislative gridlock that emerged after the
2012 election contributed to a labor-environmental coalition that set the state’s policy agenda
for the rest of the decade. | explain how the coalition initially struggled to agree on a policy
that the labor federation could endorse, but ultimately made a breakthrough when it identified
labor’s pivotal members and offered them policy concessions that increased their certainty
regarding the economic benefits they would receive from the energy transition. The section

concludes with a cautionary note, however. Comfortable legislative majorities and a gung-ho



governor tempted the environmental movement to abandon its erstwhile coalition partners in
the 2021 session, suggesting that political opportunity can be a double-edged sword.

The chapter also recounts the struggle within the Oregon labor movement to stand up
for its interests as environmentalists forged ahead on climate policy without limited outside
input. While Oregon’s environmental groups have engaged in some conversations with labor
over the years, they have largely taken their policy cues from legislative leaders and included
labor in discussions over policy design only after the policy framework has been firmly
established. Left out in the cold, labor federation leaders repeatedly lobbied for labor
standards and provisions to keep workers whole without endorsing the primary climate
policy mechanisms. In a state with sustained political opportunity, environmentalists’ desire
to push through an energy transition distracted them from coalition-building.

The analysis turns to carbon-intensive states in Chapter 6, which traces the processes
which produced a labor-environmental coalition in Colorado and pushed the labor federation
to the periphery of the energy policy network in California. In Colorado, a long lull in
political opportunity provided space for movement-building, from a march to a coalition
table to a common policy agenda between labor and environmental groups. | explain how the
time afforded by the lack of legislative urgency allowed the labor federation to develop a
clear set of policies to keep fossil fuel workers whole during an energy transition. Moreover,
the commitments forged during the period of gridlock proved vital in the fast-paced policy
negotiations that occurred once a window of opportunity opened in 2019. Reacting quickly
and in concert with its environmental allies, the Colorado AFL-CIO managed to hold its own
in policy negotiations, permitting them to advocate for several pieces of legislation to set the

transition in motion.



California comes next in the narrative, representing a state in which early and
sustained political opportunity for climate policy left the labor federation behind. The
California Building and Construction Trades Council constitutes the exception that proves
the rule—the idiosyncrasies of California’s environmental law enabled a clever strategy for
securing project labor agreements requiring energy developers to employ union labor. This
unanticipated form of political opportunity gave the Building Trades a first-mover advantage
over other sectors in shaping climate policy, which they consolidated by excluding their
fellow labor federation members from their lobbying network. As climate policy has
advanced at full tilt in recent decades and the Building Trades have spoken on behalf of the
rest of the labor movement, the state labor federation has yet to develop capacity or
relationships necessary to participate meaningfully in climate policy debates in California. As
an unintended consequence of this process, California is the only state of the four in this
study which has yet to pass a law to ensure labor protections for workers during the energy
transition.

I conclude the dissertation with reflections on the study’s theoretical contributions,
policy implications, and external validity. Beyond the study’s core insight—that sustained
periods of legislative gridlock increase interest groups’ incentives to build coalitions—I
provide concrete steps policymakers can take to increase labor’s likelihood of acceding to
climate policy coalitions. Both of these steps involve reducing uncertainty. First, when labor
has greater certainty that their environmental allies will not renege on their promise to work
together, they are more likely to support environmentalists’ policy proposals. Second, when
labor has greater certainty that a coalition’s policy proposal will benefit their members

economically (for instance, through job creation), they are more likely to participate in the

10



coalition. Finally, I suggest cases for future research that could speak to how the theory
applies outside the American West, given regional variation in the historical strength of party

organizations that moderate interest group influence.
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Chapter 2: Legislative Gridlock Encourages Coalition-Building

“Elections have consequences.”

--President Barack Obama

Why do interest groups join lobbying coalitions? In this chapter, | review the extant
literature to identify the dominant explanations, advance a critique of these theories, and state
my own argument regarding the role political opportunity plays in spurring coalition
formation. I also explain why organized labor’s engagement in climate advocacy coalitions
represents a hard test of the theory, emphasizing that labor federations’ primary policy goal
at the state level is job creation. | posit that legislative gridlock gives labor leverage to
bargain for policy concessions from environmental groups that increase the certainty that
climate policy proposals would provide jobs or at least mitigate job losses through targeted
benefits. These policy concessions, in turn, increase the likelihood that state labor federations

will advocate for such proposals.

Extant Theories of Lobbying Coalitions

This study seeks to identify the conditions under which interest groups join lobbying
coalitions. Much of the coalition-building literature focuses on protest coalitions, which form
to jointly mobilize participants for instances of collective action (see, e.g., Bearman and
Everett 1993, Klatch 1999). While protest coalitions are a necessary condition of social
movement emergence (Van Dyke and McCammon 2010), they are not a sufficient condition
for policy reform. When the rubber meets the road—when a movement seeks to leverage its

grassroots base to enact its favored policies—strategic movement actors must identify the

12



allies whose support will persuade veto players within the political institutions with
jurisdiction over the policy domain in question. For instance, the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union (WCTU) aided the women’s suffrage movement with a variety of tactics
that put pressure on policymakers—Ilegislative lobbying and testimony; organizing public
events; and circulating pro-suffrage literature, articles, and petitions (McCammon and
Campbell 2002).

| define a lobbying coalition strictly as a group of organizations that simultaneously
advocate for the same policy (Holyoke 2009). Under this definition, two environmental
groups with the same overarching goal—for instance, addressing climate change—do not
constitute coalition partners if their favored policy instruments for achieving this goal differ.
Oftentimes, interest groups form public-facing umbrella organizations, yet nonetheless fail to
agree on a comprehensive policy agenda for achieving their common mission. Even if two
groups work together—exchanging information, organizing events and actions, or
formulating strategy—I do not consider them to be coalition partners unless they publicly
declare their allegiance to a shared and specific policy platform.

Extant research provides three potential explanations for lobbying coalitions. First
and foremost, interest group scholars attribute interest groups’ decisions to their members.*
Whether shareholders of a firm, workers in a union, or activists in an issue advocacy group
constitute the organization’s base, extant theory proposes that members constrain leaders’

decisions in various ways. The more salient an issue is to the membership’s interests, the

1 Of course, most interest groups in contemporary American politics have no members in the strictest sense
(Schlozman et al 2015). My theory would apply to these cases, with some important qualifications. Publicly
traded for-profit firms should respond to their shareholders in similar fashion. In cases where an organization
has no members or shareholders, rather than the pivotal member’s preference determining the interest group’s
decision, the pivotal executive or staffer dictates the outcome.

13



greater the constraint members impose within that domain (Holyoke 2009). Even if members
do not overtly state their preferences, leaders’ anticipation of members’ positions can allow
members to exert a form of “negative control” over organizational decisions (Nicholson,
Ursell, and Blyton 1981). While leaders anticipating members’ preferences leaves behind
less of an observable signature, we can nonetheless falsify this theory by demonstrating that
the organization’s decision conflicts with the decisive member’s ex ante preference. If this
theory explains a group’s decision to join a coalition, we should observe that members’ ex
ante preferences align with the coalition’s policy proposals.

An organization’s decision-making structure moderates the relationship between
members’ preferences and leaders’ decisions (Barakso 2004). When a group practices direct
democracy—ypermitting its members to vote on whether to support certain policy proposals—
it resembles a legislature, in which the distribution of members’ preferences around veto
points allows for identifying the pivotal voter (Krehbiel 1998). If an organization practices
representative democracy—electing (or even appointing) leaders to make decisions on the
members’ behalf—the pivotal voter is a representative, rather than a member.
Representatives’ preferences within interest groups are harder to observe, particularly if the
organization makes decisions behind closed doors. Still, the same logic applies to these
representatives that applies to elected legislators—to win reelection, they must anticipate and
satisfy their constituents’ potential preferences (Mayhew 1974; Arnold 1990).

The theory’s observable implications therefore vary according to organizational
decision-making structures. First, group leaders might take positions corresponding with the
average member’s preferences (Holyoke 2009). This hypothesis follows from Hirschman’s

(1970) concept of voice, which suggests that members communicate their preferences to
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leaders through elections or other channels. However, Hirschman (1970) proposes a second
pathway through which members can exert influence—threatening to exit the organization.
Research on the Sierra Club suggests that a vocal minority of members can hold veto power
over a group’s decisions (McFarland 1993), estimating that between a fifth and a quarter of
members threatening to exit the organization can be enough to deter organizational leaders
from endorsing a policy position.

While an organization’s leaders may decide to join a coalition after obtaining their
members’ consent, in this case alignment with members’ preferences would at best constitute
a necessary yet insufficient condition for entry into a coalition. Leaders may obtain members’
consent for certain decisions, including engaging in solidaristic actions on other groups’
behalf, by demonstrating that they can reliably advance the membership’s core interests
(Sabatier and Weible 2007; Ahlquist and Levi 2013). This “contingent consent” reflects
members’ accession to, rather than proactive advocacy for, a given organizational position.

Beyond members’ preferences, leaders’ decisions must accommodate the power
relationships among organized groups at the state level. Organizations tend to partner with
other groups when they perceive that these groups are pivotal to enacting their policy
agendas (Hojnacki 1997). Central to these perceptions are relationships of accountability and
access between organized groups and lawmakers, as well as organized groups’ ability to win
the public over to their side (Dahl 1957; Bachrach and Baratz 1962; Schattschneider 1975
[1960]; Lukes 1974; Hansen 1991). When environmental groups or unions perceive that their
respective movements possess substantially greater power than their counterparts, they may
believe that they can enact their policy agenda without cross-movement collaboration (Obach

2002). Further, if they perceive business to hold significantly greater power than the
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environmental movement, perhaps the labor federation will view collaboration with the
environmental movement as more costly than beneficial. Thus, extant theory suggests that
labor federations are less likely to enter into coalitions with environmental groups when they
perceive a substantial power asymmetry between organized labor, the environmental
movement, and/or carbon-intensive business in their state.

Political opportunity also features prominently in the literature as an impetus for a
group to forge alliances. Across many different contexts, scholars of social movement
coalitions have found that the political opportunity structure plays a role in facilitating or
constraining coalition formation. While protest coalitions tend to form in response to
political threats (Rochon and Meyer 1997; McCammon and Campbell 2002; Andrews,
Caren, and Browne 2018), the literature suggests that coalitions advancing a policy agenda
are more likely to form when organized groups perceive an opportunity for enacting that
agenda. Political opportunities have sparked coalitions around a range of policy platforms,
from women’s suffrage to reproductive rights and from health care to climate policy
(Staggenborg 1986; McCammon and Campbell 2002; Skocpol 2013; Eaton and Weir 2015).

A group enjoys a political opportunity when its elite allies hold authority within
governmental institutions. While scholars advance many indicators of political opportunity,
most of these indicators—the state’s openness to challenge, the relative stability of elite
alignments, and the state’s capacity and propensity for repression—tend to be relatively
stable over time within a democratic polity (Meyer 1993; McAdam 1996). In contrast, as
each election cycle could bring new leaders or parties to power, the absence or presence of
elite allies is a relatively dynamic element of the political opportunity structure (Meyer

1993). Because they vary significantly over time, the political fortunes of groups’ elite allies
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could account for a substantial degree of the temporal variation within a case in interest
group lobbying behavior.

Scholars’ determinations of whether elite allies are present generally rest on
judgments about whether the party in power is sympathetic to the movement. For instance,
McAdam (1982) contends that activists’ recognition that the incumbent Democratic Party
relied on black voters to win elections inspired the civil rights movement of the 1960s. In her
case studies of protest in Mexico City and Brasilia, Bruhn (2008) examines variation in
protest under right- and left-wing governments. Some studies of elite alliances in the United
States add another layer of complexity, considering allies in both the executive and
legislative branches of government. Van Dyke (2003) considers which party controls the
office of the governor and holds legislative majorities at the state level, while Meyer and
Minkoff’s (2004) study of the civil rights movement considers which party holds the
presidency, which party or parties hold Congressional majorities, and the number of black
members of Congress.

Shifts in political opportunity may affect interest groups’ participation in advocacy
coalitions by altering the resources that groups must expend to achieve their primary goal,
enacting their policy agenda. Groups seek to partner with other organizations which could
provide them with the additional resources necessary to achieve this goal (Hula 1995;
Hojnacki 1997; Baumgartner et al 2009). An electoral victory for a group’s elite allies might
reduce the resources needed to enact the group’s policy agenda, thereby increasing the
likelihood that a group can find partners that would offer sufficient resources. On the other
hand, an electoral defeat might require groups to expend more resources. For instance, the

fossil fuel and electric utility industries spend substantially more on climate lobbying when
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the Democrats control the U.S. Congress, seeking to prevent legislation that could reduce
their near-term profits (Brulle 2018).

While prior theories regarding coalitions focus on political opportunities and threats,
they elide a third outcome which occurs frequently in legislative politics in the United
States—qgridlock, when majorities cannot pass their favored policies (Krehbiel 1998; Mann
and Ornstein 2016). Legislative gridlock occurs when the agenda-setting group’s elite allies
lack the ability to pass the group’s preferred legislation, and the group’s elite opponents also
cannot pass their own proposals. Assuming a unidimensional, single-peaked distribution of
policy preferences within a legislative chamber, one can identify two members who play
pivotal roles in determining whether a policy will pass. The first pivot represents the ideal
point of the legislator whose vote is necessary to pass a policy proposal. The second pivot
represents the ideal point of the legislator whose vote is necessary to override an executive
veto. When the status quo lies between these two points on the distribution, gridlock occurs,
as the majority cannot override a veto. When the status quo lies outside the gridlock interval,
policy change is possible—in other words, political opportunity exists, for one side or the
other.

While scholarship on advocacy coalitions in recent decades has advanced our ability
to explain why they form and why groups join them, it leaves open several important
questions. First, given that interest groups’ elite allies operate within a diverse array of
governmental institutions, social scientists have yet to clearly operationalize political
opportunity. Second, prior research does not explain how interest groups choose between
potential coalition partners with comparable resources. Third, it does not clearly delineate

scope conditions for the above theories. Finally, the literature does not converge on a clear
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prediction regarding which members must be persuaded for a group to support a policy

proposal.

Legislative Gridlock Increases Policy Demanders’ Propensity to Cooperate

| posit that legislative gridlock increases the likelihood that policy-demanding groups
within a party coalition will lobby together for a shared policy proposal. | conceptualize a
policy entrepreneur as an interest group which introduces a policy proposal and seeks to
place it on the party agenda (Kingdon 1984; Baumgartner and Jones 1993). An aligned
group, meanwhile, is a group which shares a party coalition with the policy entrepreneur
(Bawn et al 2012). | use the term “aligned group” when necessary to discuss these groups’
internal and external negotiations; in other instances, | simply refer to these groups as
“allies.”

By increasing the resources necessary to pass a law, gridlock increases the probability
that the policy entrepreneur (Group 1) will seek to pool its resources with allies (Groups 2, 3
etc.). My theory offers observable implications regarding the conditions under which interest
groups will join an advocacy coalition. Given a baseline preference among allies (e.g., for job
creation), a decline in the political opportunity for acquiring the policy entrepreneur’s
preferred policies increases allies’ leverage in negotiations that could meet their preference.
Since the policy entrepreneur must make concessions to secure allies’ support, they only do
so when they could not pass their favored policies without these allies. However, policy
entrepreneurs are more likely to benefit on net from the exchange under conditions of
gridlock, as they are not sacrificing an open policy window (Kingdon 1984). Moreover,

broader support within their party coalition increases their leverage over pivotal lawmakers
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in current and future rounds of policymaking. Thus, the theory suggests that prior gridlock
can increase policy entrepreneurs’ capacity to capitalize on present political opportunities.

When gridlock occurs, the resources necessary to alter the status quo increase. Extant
literature predicts that this situation would put policy change out of reach in the short run,
discouraging groups from lobbying together. In contrast, | argue that all else being equal, an
increase in the resources necessary to change policy increases interest groups’ incentive to
pool their resources with other groups. This incentive might increase for three reasons. First
and foremost, when the threshold for passing a policy rises, a single group or movement is
less capable of enacting its agenda without coalition partners (Obach 2002). Second, when
policymaking venues exist outside the legislature, such as ballot initiative processes, groups
may yet believe they can enact their agendas by other means (Schattschneider 1975 [1960];
Baumgartner and Jones 1993). Third, in the absence of pressing demands to support or
oppose policy proposals, groups have the time to prepare for future legislative battles.
Cooperation is more likely and stable when actors place greater value on the future relative to
the present (Axelrod 1984). As gridlock extends agenda-setting groups’ strategic time
horizons, they have incentive to form coalitions with other groups as long as they expect a
political opportunity to emerge in the medium term.

Given that the pressure systems in Washington, D.C. and state capitals are replete
with interest groups (Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 2012), how do groups choose among the
dizzying array of available coalition partners? | argue that in highly polarized periods in
American politics, aligned groups—fellow members of a group’s party coalition—represent

socially proximate and politically advantageous coalition partners.
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Over the past two decades, political scientists have increasingly incorporated policy-
demanding groups into their theoretical models of parties, as these groups play central roles
in determining parties’ policy agendas and nominating their candidates for elected office
(Cohen et al 2008; Bawn et al 2012). Just as politicians form parties for logrolling purposes
(Aldrich 1995), interest groups make concessions to each other to form coalitions that can
enact their favored policies (Bawn et al 2012). However, McCarty and Schickler (2018)
critique the extant literature for failing to provide a theory of how these groups negotiate
shared policy agendas. Coalitions often rely on external brokers, outside actors who forge
ties between partner organizations and facilitate trust-building (Rose 2000; McAdam and
Boudet 2012). When groups seek coalition partners within their party coalition, they can rely
on leaders within the party to serve as brokers. Moreover, under conditions of ideological
polarization and party discipline, winning legislative coalitions are likely to come from a
unified party (Rohde 1991). Because of the social ties and political advantage parties offer,
fellow members of a party coalition represent especially appealing coalition partners during
polarized times.

When initiating a coalition, the order of operations is crucial. Rather than writing a
policy proposal first and then inviting others to support it, policy entrepreneurs are more
likely to attract allies if they invite them to the table before any ink has been spilled. As long
as a political opportunity for enacting a policy persists, policymaking will be more likely to
flow from the top down, with supportive interest groups scrambling to keep up with
lawmakers seeking to enact their party’s legislative agenda. When policy entrepreneurs see
an opening to pass a policy without expanding the scope of conflict (Schattschneider 1975

[1960]) investing time and money in coalition-building—not to mention sacrificing their
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autonomy over policy design—represents a suboptimal choice. As allies are unlikely to
endorse a policy proposal that has not reflected their input at an early stage, this situation
decreases the likelihood that they will mobilize in support. For instance, if the instrument
through which climate policy achieves its intended goal—for instance, a market-based
pricing scheme or command-and-control regulation—does not reflect labor’s input, the
chance that the state federation will endorse the policy is much lower.

Yet when the legislature reaches gridlock on an issue, lawmakers shift their attention
to other issues, allowing interest groups time to develop and advocate for their own
proposals. Under these conditions, aligned groups can more easily take the steps necessary to
agree on their preferences regarding the policy issue in question. Moreover, policy
entrepreneurs are more likely to have time to devise a strategy that includes identifying allies
whose support could increase the likelihood that the policy will pass. Policy entrepreneurs’
incentive to include allies in the coalition changes dramatically. Their only means of
strengthening their hand for policy negotiations, aside from hoping for a future electoral
victory, is to acquire political resources that are currently available. In other words, as
Schattschneider (1975 [1960]) argues, the losing side of a conflict has greater incentive to
expand its scope, bringing in additional participants who could support their side. The
probability that aligned groups will be able to shape the policy’s primary mechanism will

therefore increase, in turn strengthening the prospects for coalition formation.

What Makes these Commitments Credible?
Still, even groups which have a political incentive to work together due to common

elite allies often rely on credible commitments to enforce policy agreements. Groups value
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their autonomy in shaping policy proposals, as independent groups are more likely to develop
policies that align with their members’ preferences (McCammon and Campbell 2002).
Interest groups therefore may be tempted to defect from cooperation when an alternative to
the negotiated policy proposal could yield greater benefits for their members. To prevent
such defection, coalition members typically rely on credible commitment mechanisms, which
impose sanctions for defecting so steep that defection becomes more costly than cooperation
(Ostrom 1990). However, interest group coalitions lack the formal rules available to political
parties in legislatures—such as committees, caucuses, and the whip system—that discourage
defections (Weingast and Marshall 1988).

Interest groups who would benefit from an alliance face three potential dilemmas—
incentives to misrepresent, issue indivisibility, and a sequencing problem. First, to gain
leverage in bargaining, rational actors tend to mislead their counterparts regarding their
capacity to impose costs and provide benefits. Second, some issues do not permit benefits to
be distributed among all parties to the exchange. Third, even if a “mutually preferred
solution” exists, unconstrained actors will face an incentive to extract benefits at the first
stage of an exchange and then defect from cooperation before they need to reciprocate
(Fearon 1995).

These dilemmas can arise whenever rational actors operate in an anarchic system
(Frieden, Lake, and Schultz 2016). Anarchy aptly characterizes bargaining among interest
groups, which lack the institutions available to parties and legislatures that regulate
cooperation (Weingast and Marshall 1988). When seeking to build a lobbying coalition, a
policy entrepreneur has an incentive to misrepresent their policy proposal’s economic

benefits for allies. Environmentalists often promise labor leaders that climate policies will
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create jobs, often based on projections that hinge on a series of unfalsifiable assumptions
about the future. Moreover, environmentalists have limited flexibility to bargain over the
distribution of costs and benefits from climate policy because it is virtually impossible to
preserve fossil fuel jobs in the long run if such policies must dramatically reduce fossil fuel
consumption. As climate activist Bill McKibben stressed to President Obama in 2015, the
fact that one cannot negotiate with physics leaves society with a stark choice—reduce
greenhouse gas emissions or face severe consequences from climate change (McKibben
2015).

The risk that a coalition partner will defect from their promises deepens when the
exchange is non-simultaneous (Weingast and Marshall 1988). In these cases, a sequencing
issue arises—the exchange occurs in two steps, allowing the beneficiary from the first stage
of the exchange to defect before the second stage (Fearon 1995; Drezner 1999). Specifically,
environmentalists may not uphold the promises they made during legislative gridlock when a
political opportunity reemerges. “Rational coalition partners” in such a context, Weingast
and Marshall (1988) argue, “discount the potential gains from a proposed trade by the
probability that these benefit flows will be curtailed by reneging.”

These problems require the policy entrepreneur to make a credible commitment to
their allies to ensure the latter that they will indeed benefit from the exchange. Policy
entrepreneurs can mitigate the sequencing problem by voluntarily sinking opportunity costs
and audience costs. To make climate policy divisible and assure their allies that they are not
misrepresenting policy outcomes, they can offer policy concessions that increase allies’

certainty that they will benefit.
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Coalitions are more likely if policy entrepreneurs invest time and money in
developing an umbrella organization to broker these policy concessions. When
environmental leaders spend their scarce resources on negotiating policy agreements, they
incur opportunity costs and audience costs which demonstrate their commitment. First,
environmental organizations’ principals—such as executive directors or presidents—face
significant constraints on their time that demand efficient scheduling. They could spend their
time cultivating donors, giving media interviews, meeting with elected officials, or engaging
with their members. Sacrificing these opportunities to make compromises with other
constituencies signals that a leader is serious about coalition-building. Second, environmental
groups are primarily accountable to two audiences—foundations and members—for the
donations and dues that enable their collaboration with their allies, as well as their other
activities. If environmental leaders reneged on their personal promises to work with labor,
they would have to justify this decision to their funders, who can replace them with someone
who would spend their money more faithfully.

Policy concessions that increase interest groups’ certainty that they will benefit
materially from the coalition’s proposals can assuage allies’ concerns about policy outcomes.
As mentioned above, labor leaders tend to worry that reducing emissions will harm their
members economically and that the promised benefits from climate policy may not
materialize—a devastating combination for a leader seeking re-election (Mayhew 1974;
Ahlquist and Levi 2013). Because interest groups lack information before a policy has been
implemented about how it will ultimately affect them, they tend to seek policy concessions

that mitigate this uncertainty.
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Uncertainty hinders advocacy for policy change more than it hampers efforts to resist
change. Owing to loss aversion, interest group leaders tend to accept greater risk to avert
costs than to obtain benefits (Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and Kahneman 1981).
They are therefore more likely to invest scarce political resources in lobbying against a
policy that could harm them than they would in advocating for a policy that could benefit
them. Prospective economic winners from a policy proposal who lack certainty that they will
benefit as intended are likely to refrain from devoting their resources to advocating for it.
Scholars have shown across varied contexts that even powerful political actors face
systematic information shortfalls that hamper their ability to maximize their gains (Hansen
1991; Cameron 2000; Grossmann 2012). For instance, Stokes (2020) argues that early
policies promoting renewable energy passed across many states because electric utilities did
not anticipate that they would pose a challenge to their fossil-fuel dependent business model.
Policy entrepreneurs seeking allies must overcome this uncertainty if they are to succeed in
building a bigger team.

Policy entrepreneurs often strategically design their proposals to hide costs and
emphasize benefits (Arnold 1990). Three policy instrument characteristics through which
interest groups can increase certainty regarding economic benefits (e.g., job creation) for
their allies include timing, specificity, and clarity. First, the further in the future a policy’s
projected costs or benefits might arise, the less certain economic stakeholders tend to be
about how it will affect them. Therefore, policies with more direct effects offer greater
certainty. Second, a more specific policy, such as a policy bounded to a particular economic
sector, provides greater certainty regarding its beneficiaries than a more comprehensive

policy. Third, policies which involve mandates (e.g., quotas or requirements to use the best
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available technology as determined by a regulatory agency) offer greater clarity regarding the
distribution of costs and benefits than incentive-based policies (e.g., carbon taxes and cap-
and-trade), which are designed to be relatively agnostic about the mechanisms and actors
intervening between the policy’s enactment and its intended outcomes (Meckling et al 2015).

It is no coincidence that labor leaders across states consistently advocate for two
climate policy provisions that provide immediate, specific, and clear benefits to their
members—Iabor standards and transition assistance. Labor standards attached to authorized
government spending either mandate or incentivize employers to follow practices that benefit
workers, such as paying market-rate wages and providing health insurance. And while labor
leaders often decry investment in worker retraining as insufficient, such programs tend to
form part of broader transition assistance packages including near- and long-term benefits to
compensate erstwhile fossil fuel workers for the wages and pensions they had expected from
their former jobs. These two approaches make climate policy divisible, allowing
environmentalists to distribute economic benefits to union members—even within carbon-
intensive sectors such as coal mining and construction.

Of course, certain but minimal benefits are not enough to persuade allies to come on
board. | posit that an interest group will advocate for a policy proposal if it shifts the status
quo toward the preference of the group member occupying the pivotal position within their
governance process. The identity of the pivotal member depends on the institutions, whether
formal rules or informal norms, through which the group makes decisions. Some membership
associations make decisions by majority vote, while others require supermajorities or
consensus. Still others are governed by oligarchies, preventing most members from

influencing decisions (Osterman 2006). If we can array interest group members on a single-
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peaked, unidimensional preference distribution as we can with lawmakers, we can use the
group’s institutional design to identify the pivotal member. My theory predicts that an
interest group will join an advocacy coalition when it receives concessions that offer a highly

certain shift in the status quo toward the pivotal member’s preference (Krehbiel 1998).

Testing the Theory: Organized Labor and Climate Policy

Several scope conditions bound my theory. First, groups’ incentives to cooperate with
members of their party coalition should be stronger under conditions of high partisan
polarization. Therefore, we should observe the theory’s implications during highly polarized
periods in American politics, which constitute the norm rather than the exception (Han and
Brady 2007). Second, groups’ incentives to cooperate will be stronger when both groups
possess significant resources. Since a membership group tends to derive its power from its
base (Han, McKenna, and Oyakawa 2021), interest groups may perceive potential partners
with relatively small memberships to lack the resources necessary to build a winning
legislative coalition. Therefore, states with negligible labor or environmental movements lie
outside this theory’s scope. Third, because cooperation in developing policy proposals is
costly—in terms of time, resources, and constraints on future strategic decisions—we should
expect groups to engage in this cooperation only when there is a strong expectation that a
window of political opportunity will reopen. Therefore, my theory applies in states which at
least occasionally elect unified Democratic governments, as the Republican Party generally
opposes climate policy and imposes discipline on those members who do not follow the party

line.
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In addition to scope conditions, considerations regarding theory testing inform my
choice of theoretical case. First, | must select interest groups or social movements that are
embedded within the same political party (Cohen et al 2008, Bawn et al 2012). Second, to
test the theory that member influence constitutes the binding constraint on interest groups’
decisions on coalition participation, I must select membership groups (Schlozman et al
2015). Third, focusing on economic interest groups, rather than those concerned primarily
with social issues, facilitates falsification of the theory. All else being equal, members’
preferences on economic issues are easier to gauge given their association with vested
interests in established processes for distributing material benefits, such as employment
(Sabatier and Weible 2007).

Given these criteria, I select labor federations’ collaboration with environmental
groups at the state level over the past decade as my theoretical case. The current party
system in the United States is highly polarized, organized labor plays a significant role in
mobilizing votes for and donating to Democratic candidates, and the locus of climate
policymaking shifted to the states after federal climate legislation failed under President
Obama and the 2016 election result foreclosed such legislation for the following four years.
The labor and environmental movements are both well-established policy demanders within
the Democratic Party (Schlozman 2015; Karol 2019), the labor federations have clearly
identifiable members, and the fact that these members are unions representing in certain
industries implies clear signals regarding members’ economic policy preferences. My
theoretical case thus meets the necessary criteria for testing my theory.

Legislative gridlock creates an opportunity for labor to bargain for policy concessions

that advance their interests, while increasing environmentalists’ demand for labor’s political
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resources. In state-level policymaking, labor typically seeks job creation and greater
remuneration for their members, while environmentalists seek mandates, incentives, and
spending that contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. When a pro-environmental
governor enjoys legislative majorities in both chambers, the resources necessary to win allies
and the concomitant potential for sacrifices in climate policy stringency motivate
environmentalists to forego coalition-building. In contrast, during times when
environmentalists cannot pass policies significantly reducing emissions on their own,
environmentalists have greater incentive to incorporate labor into policy design by fulfilling
their allies’ desired economic goals. When environmental leaders invest time and money in
establishing umbrella organizations and negotiating policies which meet labor’s terms, labor
leaders are more likely to consider their commitments to cooperation credible. Finally, labor
leaders are more likely to perceive that they will benefit on net from the exchange when they

obtain concessions that increase their certainty about the policy’s economic outcomes.

What Does Labor Want from Climate Policy?

State labor federations, as currently constituted, tend to prioritize creating and
protecting well-paid union jobs above all other concerns in policymaking. Economic interest
groups tend to favor public policies that offer them material benefits, increasing their
resources and thus contributing to their survival. State labor federations are no different.
Their primary goal—especially in an era of union decline in the United States (Lichtenstein
2013; Dubofsky and McCartin 2017; Greenhouse 2019)—is to expand their membership as a
share of the workforce. Greater union density would, all else being equal, increase the

influence labor could exert on policymakers through voter mobilization (Feigenbaum, Hertel-
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Fernandez, and Williamson 2018; Hertel-Fernandez 2018), as well as their leverage with
employers through collective bargaining and strikes (McAlevey 2016, 2020). The inverse of
this logic is that the larger the non-unionized share of the workforce, the more easily capital
(and political forces aligned with it) can dismiss unionized workers’ dissent.

Promoting union jobs constitutes labor federations’ primary goal at the state level due
to strategic dynamics within the labor movement. The unions within the AFL-CIO—the
predominant labor federation in the United States—have largely abandoned the organizing
model of membership growth, which involved recruiting non-union workers to the labor
movement (Lichtenstein 2013). In contrast, the predominant service model seeks to build
membership by creating jobs within industries that have already unionized (Forbath 1991).

Organized labor has historically pursued two strategies to increase union density in
the United States—the organizing model and the service model. Labor leaders employing the
organizing model seek to bring previously non-unionized workers into the movement by
winning union contracts within previously unorganized workplaces (Carter and Cooper 2002;
Fiorito 2004). This approach has its roots in the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CI10),
a network of unions that sought to bargain for improvements in remuneration (wages and
benefits) and working conditions in the factories of the early twentieth century (Schlozman
2015). The service model, meanwhile, characterizes the trade unions which comprised the
American Federation of Labor (AFL), which merged with the CI1O in the mid-twentieth
century. The service model limits unions’ “community of fate” to the workplaces or trades
they represent, seeking advances in job creation and remuneration for their existing members
(Ahlquist and Levi 2013). The merger between labor federations espousing different models

set of a decades-long struggle within the movement over strategy which culminated in defeat
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for the organizing model. Frustrated with the AFL-CIO’s adherence to the service model, in
2004 several prominent unions such as the SEIU quit the labor federation in protest, forming
their own coalition known as Change to Win (Estreicher 2006).

The service model’s triumph within the AFL-CIO shapes the federation’s strategy
today. Their state affiliates’ support for public policies is constrained by internal rules
requiring supermajorities—or sometimes even consensus—and therefore the more
conservative trade unions tend to wield veto power over the organization’s decisions.” These
unions, as mentioned above, prioritize jobs for their members and seek improvements in
those jobs’ wages and benefits. The pivotal role the trade unions play within labor
federations’ internal decision-making processes means that the federation tends to only
endorse policy proposals that produce a clear and positive effect on jobs and remuneration
for unionized workers.

Labor federations’ desires for job creation and just remuneration both motivate and
constrain their support for policies to address climate change. Pursuing this goal under all
political conditions, labor federations seek to capitalize on moments in which they can
increase their leverage in state policymaking such that they can acquire more jobs and greater
remuneration than they would otherwise. As | will explain in this dissertation, legislative
gridlock on climate policy increases environmentalists’ reliance on labor to build a winning
coalition, which in turn strengthens labor’s leverage in negotiations over policies that could
yield their desired economic benefits. When the environmental movement lacks supportive
majorities in the legislature, they are more likely to offer policy concessions to labor that

increase labor’s expected economic returns. The next section explains that labor’s expected

2 Interview 9, labor federation official; Interview 14, labor federation official
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returns from climate policy are a function not only of the distribution of the policy’s costs
and benefits, but the certainty—or trust—they have that these costs and benefits will

materialize when the policy in question is implemented.

Hard Hats, Hard Test

State-level coalitions between labor and environmental groups constitute a hard test
of my theory. For decades, the two movements have clashed over concerns that
environmental protections will reduce industries’ profits, threatening union members’ jobs
(Obach 2004; Mildenberger 2020). Employers and political elites have strategically
constructed a frame pitting the environment against the economy (Kazis and Grossman
1982), with such effect that prominent national surveys from firms such as Gallup often ask
respondents whether they would sacrifice economic growth in favor of environmental
protection (Jones 2012). This “jobs versus the environment” narrative has gained currency
from the crisis currently facing organized labor.

Even in post-industrial economies, path dependence within labor federations affords
carbon-intensive unions such as the building trades disproportionate influence. In the United
States, the AFL-CIO formed through a merger between the trade unions within the American
Federation of Labor and the industrial unions within the Congress of Industrial
Organizations. While public- and service-sector unions now dominate the movement’s
membership, labor federations continue to defer to carbon-intensive unions on climate policy
(Sweeney 2013).

Across my four cases, the building trade unions—which are generally carbon-

intensive and organized collectively—tend to play an outsized role in shaping labor
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federations’ stances on climate policy. In line with their history of conservatism and
exclusivity, the building trade unions are reticent to organize non-union workers and
therefore rely heavily on creating jobs within unionized industries. The building trades—
which include electrical workers, sheet metal workers, operating engineers, and other
workers involved in construction—therefore tend to be averse to any policies that could
attenuate local job creation in the industries upon which they depend. The building trades and
environmental groups are especially divided at the state and local levels, as conflicts over
specific infrastructure projects or resource extraction sites often find the two movements at
loggerheads (Obach 2002, 2004). The unions representing the pipe fitters, for instance, have
consistently opposed efforts to transition away from fossil fuels due to their current reliance
on pipeline construction and maintenance for their members’ employment.

As they represent conflicting economic interests within the Democratic Party
coalition, especially at the state level, the labor and environmental movements provide a hard
test of my theory. Organized labor has historically served as the anchoring group within the
Democratic Party (Schlozman 2015), playing a central role in determining whether other
movements would be welcomed into the party coalition. Given labor’s established role as
gatekeeper to the Democratic Party, environmental groups seek labor’s support when they
hope to sway Democratic legislators with moderate environmental records.

Environmental groups tend to play the role of policy entrepreneur in state-level
climate politics. Several factors converge to place the onus on environmental groups to
initiate policy discussions and advocacy coalitions. First, the environmental movement
currently has greater opportunity than labor to advance its central mission through state-level

policy. In the twenty-first century United States, the mainstream environmental movement
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prizes reductions in greenhouse gas emissions above all else (Pooley 2010; Skocpol 2013;
Mildenberger 2020). While federal policy is ideal, emissions reductions can be achieved in
increments, with certain states becoming early adopters of clean energy technologies with a
view toward spurring more widespread adoption (Stokes 2020). Organized labor, meanwhile,
primarily seeks labor law reform at the federal level to preempt states which have enacted
anti-union policies such as right-to-work laws (Feigenbaum, Hertel-Fernandez, and
Williamson 2018; Hertel-Fernandez 2018).

A second factor regards the certainty with which each movement expects to gain from
a transition away from fossil fuels. For environmental groups, the status quo is untenable, as
it will lock in emissions sufficient to cause catastrophic climate change. In contrast, for
certain unions—especially the building trades—the status quo may be more appealing as they
have a vested interest in incumbent industries. While even the building trades could benefit
from policies to build out the clean energy economy, they also run the risk of losing jobs
associated with the production and consumption fossil fuels. Therefore, energy transitions are
a riskier proposition for the labor movement. While labor federations could benefit from such
a transition on net, their internal cross-pressures prevent climate policy becoming a high
priority from within. In this sense, labor federations operate similarly to political parties,
endeavoring to keep off the agenda any issue that could jeopardize agreement within the
coalition (Cox and McCubbins 1993, 2005).

Finally, environmental groups tend to be less democratic and therefore more flexible
in their decision-making than labor federations. Whereas labor elects their leaders and often

requires supermajorities of members to endorse a policy proposal, many mainstream
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environmental groups do not face such hurdles to adopting a policy position. This flexibility

allows environmentalists to respond more quickly to shifts in political opportunity.

Labor-Environmental Coalitions: Building on What we Know

My theory stands in contrast to previous theories regarding labor-environmental
coalitions. Obach (2002) argues that labor federations differ in terms of their “organizational
range,” the scope of the issues which they consider to be within their purview. He
dichotomizes unions as practicing business unionism—a strict focus on the working
conditions of current union members—and social unionism—an orientation toward working
on issues which transcend the narrowly-defined scope of the workplace. Drawing on cases of
labor-environmental relations at the state level, he asserts that federations practicing social
unionism are more likely than their counterparts to join coalitions with environmental
groups. Just as Han (2014) demonstrates that environmental and health care advocacy groups
shift strategies in response to exogenous shifts in political conditions, | posit that labor
federations adopt social unionism in response to legislative gridlock, which similarly affects
their ability to advance their organizational objectives.

This study’s theoretical contribution also builds on more recent research examining
labor-environmental coalitions. Robinson (2020) contends that environmental and labor
organizations coalesce by capitalizing on complementarities, building relationships that allow
for flexible ideologies and hybrid identities, and forming partnerships with bridge-building
social justice organizations. While | do not disagree with these conclusions, | argue that

legislative gridlock increases the likelihood that the labor and environmental movements will
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recognize their ideological compatibility and construct a hybrid identity in order to build a

coalition.
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Chapter 3: Research Design for Theory-Testing Across and Within Cases

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the theoretical case of labor federations joining
lobbying coalitions with environmental groups at the state level constitutes a least-likely case
of my theory. Such case studies are useful for testing a theory, as in expectation, evidence
corroborating the theory in this class of cases is less probable than in cases where “contrary
winds do not blow as strongly” (Odell 2001). Within this theoretical case, I select four U.S.
states as empirical cases that can provide the data and comparisons necessary to test my
theory. This chapter will describe the research design | will employ to conduct these tests.

| select my cases in a manner suited for a dynamic comparison design, which entails
both within-case and between-case inference (Gerring and McDermott 2007). A most similar
systems design provides analytical leverage across space (i.e., U.S. states), while process
tracing provides analytical leverage across time within each case (Levy 2008). This
combination of research designs ensures that the cases follow an experimental logic—there is
both an intervention (a substantial change in a causal variable of interest) and a control (a
case that does not receive this intervention) (Gerring and McDermott 2007). As a whole, this
approach allows for observing both the intervention’s effect on the treated unit and the post-
treatment outcome for the untreated unit.

I similarly seek to maximize external validity. In this vein, | use the diverse case
method to identify cases within the same universe that demonstrate significant variation
along a variable that my priors suggest should substantially affect the outcome. This
approach increases the representativeness of my sample and the potential generalizability of
the theory. If the theory applies across contexts that differ in theoretically relevant ways, |

can be more confident that it can travel to other cases as well (Seawright and Gerring 2008). |
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therefore select two pairs of most-similar cases which vary on the dimension of energy
transition costs, as climate policy’s distributional effects have been consistently shown to

affect political outcomes (Meckling et al 2015; Mildenberger 2020).

Most Similar Systems Design

To understand variation across U.S. states, I employ Mill’s (1875) Method of
Difference. This method involves selecting cases that minimize variation on theoretically
relevant independent variables while maximizing variation on the dependent variable (Levy
2008). The researcher can thus identify the independent variable(s) which vary significantly
across the cases, and therefore plausibly account for the cases’ divergent outcomes. Case
selection for such a design involves identifying two cases of the same political construct in
which the outcome varies in qualitative or quantitative terms. When a study seeks to explain
why political actors achieve a normatively ideal outcome, it often compares cases of
“success” with cases of “failure” (Odell 2001). This approach necessitates a clear operational
definition of the desired outcome so that the coding of cases into these categories can be
falsified.

While the cases differ in the value of the dependent variable, they should have
proximate values on most of the independent variables that could plausibly explain variation
in the outcome. The design thus controls for alternative explanations and identifies the
explanatory variable through a process of elimination (Odell 2001). For instance, if there are
five independent variables that could plausibly affect the outcome and the values of these
variables are quite similar for four of them, the remaining independent variable becomes a

strong candidate for explaining the variation in the dependent variable.
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Selecting States

| select cases from the universe of high-union-density states with Democratic trifecta

governments—in other words, Democratic control of the governorship and both houses of

the state legislature—following the 2018 election cycle. | select states with Democratic

trifectas because my theory applies in states where interest groups perceive that passing

climate legislation is possible, and Republican control of one or more legislative chambers or

the governorship significantly decreases the likelihood that climate legislation will pass. |

then eliminate any states in the sample with a union density below 10 percent in 2018 as

reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics,® since organized labor is less likely to represent a

valuable coalition partner in these states (see Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of states in the sample

State Union State National Public Labor
density, 2018 | population, | climate group | support for | federation in
2019 affiliates, state-level climate
2019 climate coalition in
action, 2018 2019?
CA 15% 39,536,653 127 56% No
CO 11% 5,607,154 29 54% Yes
CT 16% 3,588,184 16 57% Yes
DE 10% 961,939 5 59% No
HI 23% 1,427,538 5 55% No
IL 14% 12,802,023 31 58% No
ME 13% 1,335,907 18 57% Yes
NV 14% 2,998,039 5 55% Yes
NJ 15% 9,005,644 22 60% No
NY 22% 19,849,399 51 62% No
OR 14% 4,142,776 28 54% No
RI 17% 1,059,639 6 59% No
WA 20% 7,405,743 40 53% Yes

Data on state populations are from WorldAtlas and were last updated in August 2019. National climate group

affiliates include groups affiliated with 350.0rg, Citizens’ Climate Lobby, the Sierra Club, and the Sunrise

Movement. Bolded states are those which were chosen for this study. Data on support for state-level climate

% The union density figures reported here represent the percentage of workers in each state who are union
members, as of 2018.
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action are from the 2018 Yale Climate Opinion Maps. Figures represent the percentage of respondents in each
state agreeing with the statement “My governor should do more to address global warming.”

An alternative explanation for variation across states is the path dependencies arising
from early party organizations in each state. Mayhew (1986) documents considerable
disparities between regions in party organizations’ autonomy, durability, hierarchy,
intervention in elections, and reliance on material incentives for maintaining support. In
many states on the East Coast and in the Midwest, such as New York and Illinois, the
legacies of machine politics have given rise to relatively strong party organizations, with
consequences for these states’ political economies. The strength of a state’s traditional party
organization is associated with its level of government spending, the degree to which its
public policy is programmatic, and the strength of its class and ideological cleavages
(McCarty and Schickler 2018). Krimmel (2013) and McCarty (2015) extend Mayhew’s
analysis to the twenty-first century, demonstrating that the states Mayhew identified as
having strong traditional party organizations have had lower levels of partisan polarization.
In states with weak party organizations, elected officials tend to lack the bargaining power to
remain autonomous from interest groups, and thus interest group coalitions are better
positioned to exert influence (McCarty 2015). Because states vary widely in terms of how
party organizations have developed, I control for this variation by selecting states with
similar legacies of party organization.

As mentioned above, | select two pairs of most-similar cases. Since | seek to explain
variation in an outcome, | select cases with different values of the outcome of interest.
Drawing on secondary sources and key informant interviews, | determine whether labor
federations participated in advocacy coalitions in each of the states in my sample. To ensure

that I select cases in which labor federations are playing a significant role within the coalition
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(as opposed to those in which labor federations are members on paper but do not invest
significant resources into coalition work), | select cases in which labor federations have taken
on formal leadership roles within climate advocacy coalitions. Among others, these roles
may include a position as a co-chair or a member of the coalition’s steering committee. In
addition, | select two cases in which labor federations are not involved in a climate advocacy
coalition.

Second, I select cases which vary in terms of member preferences, which could help
explain variation in the dependent variable. As | cannot directly measure these preferences, |
rely on a proxy variable—energy transition costs—which is associated with labor federation
members’ material interest in fossil fuels. Drawing on prior research indicating a relationship
between material interests and member preferences (Obach 2002), I consider union
members’ ex ante preferences to be less favorable to climate policy in states which would
face greater costs from an energy transition.

Table 2. Characterizing expected energy transition costs

State Oil and gas Fossil fuel Expected energy
extraction as percentage of transition costs,
percentage of total electricity 2014
employment, 2014 generation, 2014
California <1% 62% High
Colorado >1% 83% High
Connecticut <1% 48% Low
Delaware <1% 98% High
Hawaii <1% 83% High
Illinois <1% 46% Low
Maine <1% 36% Low
Nevada >1% 82% High
New Jersey <1% 51% High
New York <1% 45% Low
Oregon <1% 26% Low
Rhode Island <1% 99% High
Washington <1% 16% Low
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Data used to calculate oil and gas extraction as a share of total employment are from the U. S. Department of
Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis. Data used to calculate the fossil fuel share of electricity generation
are from the Energy Information Administration’s State Electricity Profiles.

I measure states’ energy transition costs by characterizing states along two
dimensions, shown in Table 2.* First, I calculate the percentage of each state’s workforce that
is employed in oil or natural gas extraction, to indicate the degree to which the state relies on
fossil fuel production for jobs. Second, I calculate the percentage of each state