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R E S E A R C H  PA P E R

• Some background on country & venue (politics, 
bureaucracy, …) 

• Description of your type of money: actors, how 
does money flow, what consequences does it 
have? 

• Discuss problem that arises as a consequence 
of “your” type of money 
• analysis of problem, not just description of case 

• Provide policy recommendation
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• Discuss problem that arises as a consequence 
of “your” type of money 
• analysis of problem, not just description of case 

• Provide policy recommendation



R E S E A R C H  PA P E R

• Work backwards from the problem you identify 
(and propose policy recommendations to solve) 

• Background and description of type of money 
should lead up to the problem you identify 

• Incorporate theories and empirical studies 
• That we have discussed or that you found on your 

own 
• Talk to me and/or Aysenur



C O M M E N T S  F R O M  AY S E N U R
• Many interesting cases and questions 
• Good job on giving context and explicitly 

stating research question 
• Areas for improvement 

• Connect your case with broader themes we 
discussed in class 

• Incorporate readings more (esp. when defining 
concepts such as corruption or lobbying) 

• Descriptions of existing laws and regulations was 
often a bit too vague 

• Citations: Incorporate citations, use in-text citations, 
have a bibliography at the end



W H E R E  W E  A R E

• What are we talking about? 
• Who is involved in money and politics, why, and 

how? 
• What determines money in politics? 
• What are the consequences of money in 

politics? 
• How can we reduce money in politics? Should 

we?



L A S T  T I M E

• Consequences of bureaucratic corruption 
• Effect of corruption on business 
• Effect of corruption on individuals 
• Effect of corruption on society 

• Then: Consequences of money in politics on 
policy, political competition



F I N I S H  G I N  U P
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T R U S T  I N  G O V E R N M E N T

• Widespread corruption might erode legitimacy 
of regime, make people lose faith in political 
institutions and democracy



T R U S T  I N  G O V E R N M E N T

• 2009 municipal elections in Mexico 
• Distribution of flyers in certain precincts 
• Experiment 

• Control districts: nothing 
• Placebo districts: Information on mayor’s responsibilities, 

funds available to him/her 
• Treatment districts: Same information + percentage of 

resources mayor spent in corrupt way



T R U S T  I N  G O V E R N M E N T

• Electoral results at precinct level 
• Corruption treatment lead to: 
• 2.5% decrease in votes for incumbent party 
• 2.5% decrease in turnout



T R U S T  I N  G O V E R N M E N T



E C O N O M I C  G R O W T H

• 68 countries 
• Dependent variables: Investment in country, average 

GDP per capita growth (1960-1985) 
• Independent variables: Various indicators of 

corruption (by Economist Intelligence Unit), put into 
“bureaucratic inefficiency" index 

• Findings: 
• More corruption = less investment 
• More corruption = less growth



T O D AY

• Consequences of bureaucratic corruption 
• Effect of corruption on business 
• Effect of corruption on individuals 
• Effect of corruption on society 

• Consequences of money in politics on policy 
• Consequences of money in politics on political 

competition



C O N S E Q U E N C E S

• Government passes many policies 
• Whose preferences should they reflect? 
• Whose preferences do they reflect?



C O N S E Q U E N C E S



TA K E  A  S T E P  B A C K …

• What does it mean to be a democracy?



D E M O C R A C Y

• “Minimalist” definition: Przeworski et al. (2000) 
• A country is a democracy if… 

• government offices are filled by contested elections 
• incumbents can lose elections 
• if incumbents lose elections, they leave office as the 

rules dictate



D E M O C R A C Y

• More expansive conception of democracy 
• Congruence between government policy and “will 

of the people” 
• Policy output 
• Fuzzy: what exactly is the “will of the people”?



S PAT I A L  C O M P E T I T I O N

• Idea: Voters (red) have positions on a line (e.g. left-
right, liberal-conservative) 

• Parties (blue) also take a position on that line 
• Voters vote for the party that is closer to their 

position

Left Right

Party L Party R



S PAT I A L  C O M P E T I T I O N

Left Right

Party L Party R

Median 
Voter

50% of voters to left of 
Median Voter

50% of voters to right 
of Median Voter

• Winning the median voter = winning the election 
• Where should the parties position themselves?



S PAT I A L  C O M P E T I T I O N

Left Right

Party L Party R

• Blue: Middle between the two parties

Median 
Voter
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S PAT I A L  C O M P E T I T I O N

Left Right

Party L Party R

Left Right

Party L

Left Right

Party L

Left Right

Party L & R

Party R

Party R



• Downs (1957): Median voter theorem

Left RightMedian 
Voter

50% of voters to left of 
Median Voter

50% of voters to right 
of Median Voter

Party L & R

• Parties should converge to position of median voter

S PAT I A L  C O M P E T I T I O N



• Congruence between government policy and 
the policy preference of the median voter 

• Say a policy issue comes up (e.g. cut corporate 
tax rate)… 
• If the median voter is in favor, it should pass 

• Equivalent: If majority is in favor, it should pass 
• If the median voter is not in favor, it should not pass 

• If majority is against it, it should not pass

M A J O R I TA R I A N  E L E C T O R A L  
D E M O C R A C Y



M A J O R I TA R I A N  E L E C T O R A L  
D E M O C R A C Y

• Normative ideal for many: That’s how we want 
democracy to work 

• Many also argue that this is an accurate 
description of how politics works



D E M O C R A C Y

• Economic-Elite Domination 
• Hardly anyone’s idea of a normative ideal: Not how 

people want politics to work 
• Instead: A descriptive theory of how politics works 
• Stands in contrast to description of (American) 

politics as a majoritarian electoral democracy



E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• Theory: Government policy does not follow the 
median voter, but is dominated by individuals 
with a lot of money 
• “economic elites”



E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• 2023-24. https://www.opensecrets.org/overview/topindivs.php

https://www.opensecrets.org/overview/topindivs.php


E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N
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E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• If a small economic elite dominates policy, how 
can a party win an election? 
• They do need 50% to win!



E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• Grossman and Helpman (2001): Special Interest 
Politics 

• Two types of voters 
• Share p: policy voters 

• Make decision based on policies the candidate stands for 
• Share 1-p: “impressionable” campaign voters 

• Make decision based on how much candidate campaigns 
(=how much she spends)



E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• Politician has to decide which policy to 
implement 
• Policy A that is popular with voters, but unpopular 

with special interest group 
• More policy voters, but fewer campaign voters (since no 

contribution) 
• Policy B that is unpopular with voters, but popular 

with special interest 
• Fewer policy voters, but more campaign voters (since 

contribution)



E C O N O M I C - E L I T E  D O M I N AT I O N

• Theory of majoritarian electoral democracy 
assumes everyone is a policy voter 

• But if share of campaign voters is large, 
politicians need a lot of campaign money 

• Get this through policies popular with special 
interests, but unpopular with voters 

• But that’s an ok trade-off for politicians, since 
there aren’t that many policy voters!



T H E O R I E S  O F  P O L I T I C S

• So far: Voter-focused 
• Majoritarian electoral democracy 
• Economic-elite domination 

• Now: Focusing on interest groups 
• Majoritarian pluralism 
• Biased pluralism



M A J O R I TA R I A N  P L U R A L I S M

• Voters usually do not know much about specific 
policy issues 
• Maybe too much to ask that policy represents will 

of average citizen, if the average citizen does not 
know much about the policy options 

• Alternative: What matters is what interest 
groups representing voters in Congress want



M A J O R I TA R I A N  P L U R A L I S M

• Baumgartner et al (2009) 
• 98 policy issues before Congress for 8 years 

• Why lobbies on those issues? 
• What are they lobbying for? 
• What ends up happening to policy?



M A J O R I TA R I A N  P L U R A L I S M

• On the 98 policy issues  
• No correlation between spending on lobbyists and 

success (=policy moves in their direction) 
• Their reason: There is lobbying on both sides, 

they often mostly cancel each other out 
• It’s rarely about corporate vs. citizen interests 
• Instead: some corporations support, others oppose, 

same with citizens groups



B I A S E D  P L U R A L I S M

• Problem with majoritarian pluralism: Collective 
action problem 

• Argument: Interest group representation in 
Congress not representative of population 
• Biased towards those with more money



B I A S E D  P L U R A L I S M

• https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/ranked-sectors



T E S T I N G  T H E  T H E O R I E S

Voters Interest Groups

Majoritarian ? ?

Biased ? ?



D I S C U S S

• How do Gilens and Page test these four 
different theories? 
• How do they measure the policy preferences of the 

average voter, the economic elite, and of interest 
groups? 

• How do they measure policy outcomes? 
• What do they find?



M E A S U R I N G  P O L I C Y  P R E F E R E N C E S

• Voters 
• National survey questions asking if favor/

oppose proposed policy change 
• ~1,800 questions (1981-2002) 
• Average/median voter: preference of median 

income voter 
• Economic elite: preference of voter whose income is 

90th percentile



M E A S U R I N G  P O L I C Y  P R E F E R E N C E S

• Interest groups 
• For same issues where national survey 

questions available: Look at “Power 25” 
interest groups + 10 industries with highest 
lobbying expenditures 
• Number of those favoring policy change 
• Number of those opposing policy change 
• Create index of balance of interest group 

alignments



M E A S U R I N G  P O L I C Y  O U T C O M E S

• Policy change 
• Do the proposed policy changes become law?



F I N D I N G S



F I N D I N G S



F I N D I N G S



F I N D I N G S

• Interest groups 
• Both mass-based and business interest groups 

have effect on policy 
• But the latter more than the former



T E S T I N G  T H E  T H E O R I E S

Voters Interest Groups

Majoritarian ✘ ✔

Biased ✔ ✔



F I N D I N G S

• So, is the US an oligarchy? 
• How convincing are these results? 
• What are objections to their analysis?



C R I T I Q U E S

• Analysis they do:  
• Look at people with average income: What % are in 

favor of policy change 
• Look at people with income in 90th percentile: 

What % are in favor of policy change 
• Estimate effect of each on probability that bill 

passes 
• But: Does not tell us how often average and 

elite voter disagree



C R I T I Q U E S

Branham, 
Soroka, and 
Wlezien 
(2017)



C R I T I Q U E S

Both support

Both oppose



C R I T I Q U E S

• Of 1779 bills, only for 185 (~10%) is there 
disagreement between average voter and 
economic elite



C R I T I Q U E S

Large 
disagreement

Large 
disagreement

Small 
disagreement

Small 
disagreement



C R I T I Q U E S

• For 185 issues with disagreement between 
average voter and economic elite 
• Average public opinion gap is ~10% 
• So on average 45-55 or 55-45



C R I T I Q U E S

• In those 185… 
• elites got their preferred policy in 53% of cases 
• average citizens got theirs in 47% of cases



C R I T I Q U E S

• Why do Gilens and Page find what they do 
then? 
• They look at magnitude of differences in support 
• Their finding could be due to the following: if 90% 

of economic elites support policy and 70% of 
average voters, it’s more likely to pass than if both 
elites and average voters support it with 70%



S O …

• There are clear theoretical reasons to believe 
that spending a lot of money on politics should 
affect policy 

• But: It’s difficult to pin down whether money 
has an effect on policy empirically 
• Even such a huge project as the Gilens and Page 

one has trouble



L O O K  E L S E W H E R E

• Gilens and Page look at policies that were 
important enough to the public so survey 
questions were asked 

• Issues that voters care about are the least likely 
to be successfully influenced by moneyed 
special interests 
• Politicians less likely to vote against preferences of 

average voter when the average voter really cares 
about the policy


