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V I S I T S

• February 20: Cydney Johnson, SU Vice 
President of Community Engagement and 
Government Relations 

• March 7: William Magnarelli, Member of NYS 
Assembly 



W H E R E  W E  A R E

• Special interests 
• Who tries to influence politicians? 
• Why do special interests not spend more money on 

politics? 
• What are the benefits of spending money on 

politics?



L A S T  T I M E

• If campaign spending was an effective 
investment strategy, there should be more of it



L A S T  T I M E

• Review of 36 studies looking at correlation 
between campaign contributions and votes 
• “In three out of four instances, campaign contributions had 

no statistically significant effects on legislation or had the 
"wrong" sign, suggesting that more contributions lead to 
less support.”



T O D AY:  R E T U R N S  T O  S P E N D I N G

• Does spending money on politics lead to 
benefits for those who spend it?



H O W E V E R …

Tullock Ansolabehere et al.



H O W E V E R

• Maybe we need to look a bit more into whether 
there are benefits to spending money in politics

Ansolabehere et al.



E A R LY  F I N D I N G S

• In addition, some potential problems with 
older studies showing no effect of money



P R O B L E M S  W I T H  “ O L D ”  S T U D I E S

• Correlation is not causation 
• Looking for benefits in the wrong place?



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Correlation is not causation

Dependent 
variable

Independent  
variable



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Correlation is not causation

Dependent 
variable

Independent  
variable

Intervening variable



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Example

Number of storks Number of  
babies born



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Example

Number of storks

Industrialization

Number of  
babies born



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

Donations

?

Access, favorable 
legislation



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

Donations

Shared ideology between 
donor and politician

Access, favorable 
legislation



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• If: Interest groups donate to politicians with 
similar ideology as them 

• And if: Legislators prefer to meet with groups 
that have similar preferences as they do 

• Then: Positive correlation between donations 
and access 

• But there is no causal effect of donations on 
access



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S
• Another intervening variable: How much on the 

fence about the legislation is the legislator to 
begin with? 

Interest Group 
(supports bill)

Legislator 1 
(supports bill)

Legislator 2 
(undecided)

? ?



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Legislators who likely vote in interest group’s 
favor do not get a contribution, provide 
favorable legislation anyways 

• Legislators on fence get donation  
• some (not all) provide favorable legislation 

• Results in no correlation between donation and 
favorable legislation 
• Maybe even a negative correlation



W H AT  T O  D O ?

• Try to find situations where intervening 
variables should not have an effect



P R O B L E M S

• Correlation is not causation 
• Looking for benefits in the wrong place?



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Data used 
• Roll call votes of politicians 
• Aggregations of roll call votes



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• Roll call votes among the most public actions of 
legislators 

• What are other things politicians do that could 
be influenced by money?



P O T E N T I A L  B E N E F I T S

• Access 
• Who do politicians meet with? 

• Favorable policy 
• But not necessarily through changes in floor votes 

• Financial benefits 
• Just looking at the end product



P O T E N T I A L  P R O B L E M S

• So we have: 
• Potential intervening variables 
• Looking for effects of money where it might not 

have an effect 
• Recent years: New studies using better data 

and clever research designs to to circumvent 
these problems



S TAT E  O F  T H E  A RT

• Access 
• Favorable policy 
• Financial benefits



C O N T R I B U T I O N S  A N D  A C C E S S

• Do campaign contributions lead to access? 
• Difficult to observe access directly 
• Instead: Do donors believe that contributions lead 

to access? 
• Idea: Identify behavior that can only be 

explained by access-seeking motivations 
• not by shared ideology 
• or by how much legislator is on fence about 

legislation



W I N N E R S

• How can we disentangle donations given due 
to ideological affinity and “access-seeking” 
one’s?



W I N N E R S

• Donations based on shared ideology should go 
to a specific party 
• conservative donors give to Republicans, liberal 

donors to Democrats 
• Donations that are “access-seeking” should go 

to whoever is in office, no matter whether they 
are a Democrat or Republican



W I N N E R S

• Look at interest group contributions given in 
some House district 

• What is the share of contributions given to 
Democratic candidate? 

• How does this share depend on the result from 
the past election?



W I N N E R S

• Incumbency causes a jump in campaign contributions 
of 20-25 percentage points 
• Can’t be explained by ideology 
• Instead, this is about access



C O M M I T T E E S

• Importance of committees in U.S. Congress 
• Agricultural committee 
• Budget committee 
• Finance committee 
• Ways and means committee 
• etc. 

• Before relevant bills get voted on the whole 
floor, they go through the relevant committee



C O M M I T T E E S

• Members of “right” committee are very 
important 
• e.g. firms in agriculture want access to members of 

agricultural committee 
• Members who leave committee become less 

valuable to special interests



C O M M I T T E E S

• What happens to campaign contributions of 
members who leave a committee? 
• If donations based on shared ideology, nothing 

should happen 
• Lower contributions signal that donors believe 

contributions give them access



C O M M I T T E E S

• Looking at committee members who are forced 
to leave their committees (because their party 
lost many seats in election)



E X P E R I M E N T

• A more direct measure of campaign 
contributions and access



E X P E R I M E N T

• Organization tries to arrange meeting between 
its members and congressional officials 
• Per e-mail 

• 1/2: “local constituents” 
• 1/2: “local campaign donors” 
• Outcome: Is a meeting granted, and who will it 

be with?



E X P E R I M E N T



C O N T R I B U T I O N S  A N D  A C C E S S

• Solid evidence that campaign contributions 
provide access 

• “If you’re a lobbyist who never gave us money, 
I didn’t talk to you. If you’re a lobbyist who 
gave us money, I might talk to you.” 
• Mick Mulvaney (Former US Representative)



S TAT E  O F  T H E  A RT

• Access 
• Favorable policy 
• Financial benefits



P O L I C Y

• Little evidence that campaign contributions 
affect roll call voting in U.S. Congress 
• But: coarse measure, very public 

• Instead: Focus on less public decisions 
• And measure policy in more specific ways



P O L I C Y



P O L I C Y

• What is the effect of campaign contributions on 
these prices?



P O L I C Y

• Old telecommunications firms: want high prices 
• New firms: want low prices 
• Both sides make campaign contributions 

• To members of commission 
• In some states new firms make more contributions 

than in others 
• Does this help explain prices?



P O L I C Y

• Finding: If new firms make greater % of 
campaign contributions, they pay lower prices



P O L I C Y

• Campaign contributions unlikely to have much 
effect on policy if it is very important, very 
visible 

• But: Evidence that they play a role in less 
visible decisions 
• Where legislators don’t have strong ideological 

commitments 
• And voters don’t pay that much attention



S TAT E  O F  T H E  A RT

• Access 
• Favorable policy 
• Financial benefits



$ $ $

• Evidence that investing money in politics leads 
to access, favorable policy 

• Can we demonstrate that investing money in 
politics improves the bottom line?



S U H A RT O

• Suharto 
• President of Indonesia 

1968-1998



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Suharto’s children own important companies 
that are traded on stock market 
• Presumably they receive preferential treatment 

from government 
• Several reports about Suharto’s declining 

health 
• If he dies, no longer preferential treatment 
• Reports of imminent death: Stock price (=firm 

value) adjusts to what company is worth without 
preferential treatment



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Suharto 
• 25% of profits of his children's companies come 

from political connections



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Dick Cheney 
• U.S. Vice-President (2001-2009)



S T O C K  P R I C E S



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Dick Cheney 
• U.S. Vice-President (2001-2009) 
• 1995-2000: Chairman of the Board 

and CEO of Halliburton (oil field 
services company)



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Like Suharto, Cheney had severe health 
problems 
• 2 heart attacks in office 

• How did Halliburton’s stocks react to these 
surprising announcements? 
• Fisman et al (2012): Estimating the Value of 

Connections to Vice-President Cheney



S T O C K  P R I C E S

• Cheney 
• No effect of heart attacks on stock price of 

Halliburton 



$ $ $

• Early 2001: 50-50 tie in Senate 
• Republican Vice President breaks tie 

• 05/24/01: Jim Jeffords (R-VT) makes surprise 
announcement to become an independent and 
caucus with Democrats 
• 51-49 for Democrats



$ $ $

• Some firms give more to Democratic party, 
others more to Republican Party 

• If there are returns to donating to party in 
power, Jefford’s move helped Democratic 
donor firms and hurt Republican donor firms 

• How did the stocks of Democratic and 
Republican donor firms change after 
announcement?



$ $ $

• Firms that donated $250,000 to Republicans in 
previous election cycle: lose 0.8% 

• Firms that donated $250,000 to Democrats in 
previous election cycle: gain 0.4%



C O N T R I B U T I O N S  A N D  $ $ $

• Old evidence: No effect when looking at effect 
of contributions on broad policy 

• New evidence: Evidence that campaign 
contributions provide access, favorable policy, 
bottom line 
• But: Still only (a few) studies of some specific events



N E X T  T I M E

• Bureaucrats and Citizens 
• Special interests 
• Lobbyists 
• Politicians and voters


