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The legislative process
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Special interest politics

• Influence is achieved…
1. At different stages 

2. By many different organizations 

3. Using multiple tools 

• See e.g. Ban and You (2019) on the Dodd-Frank Act 

• See Igan and Lambert (2019) for a survey
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This paper

• Literature mostly focused on bills that reached the floor (Stratman JLE 2002; 

Mian et al AER 2010; Igan and Mishra JLE 2014)

• This paper studies the role of finance industry campaign contributions, 

incuding before the voting stage
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Campaign contributions vs. lobbying

• The paper is not 100% clear about what it means by influence

• The regressions focus on PAC contributions 

• The discussions largely encompass lobbying

• Are PAC contributions really relevant to legislative outcomes?

• PAC contributions: gain access to legislators

• Lobbying: influence (capture) legislators

• Few interest groups invest in both PAC and lobbying, but the ones who do 

they account for  respectively 86% and 70% of PAC and lobbying 

expenditures (Tripathi, Ansolabehere, Snyder 2002)

• Interest groups for whom lobbying is important will target legislators in 

position of power, independent of partisanship
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Lobbying by the FIRE industry
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Source: Igan and Lambert (2019)



Internal validity: Comments

1. Interests of the FIRE industry

2. Salience of bills

3. Time to the next election
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Interests of the FIRE industry

• Are letters good proxy for the position of the whole finance industry?

• The 10 trade associations studied include insurers, bankers, realtors, 

investment bankers: i.e., the FIRE industry

• The average number of letters per bill is approx. 1 (= 1,047/1,029 using 

numbers from Tables 1 and 2)
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Interests of the finance industry (2)

• Does one letter on average 

define well the position the 

finance industry as a whole?
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Interests of the finance industry (3)

• Are interests within the industry necessarily aligned?

• Kroszner and Strahan’s (QJE 1998) seminal work also suggests that 

conflicting interests within the FIRE industry explain patterns of deregulation
• The relative strength of winners (large banks) and losers (small banks and the rival 

insurance companies) accounts for the timing of branching deregulation in the US
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FIRE industry lobbying in 2019 (source: www.opensecrets.org)



Interests of the finance industry (4)

• Trade associations lobby a lot… individual banks as well
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Lobbying by commercial banks in 2008 
(source: www.opensecrets.org)



Interests of the finance industry (5)
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Salience of bills

• Examination of very important bills (e.g., Gramm–Leach–Bliley Act, 

Emergency Economic Stabilization Act, Foreclosure Prevention Act, Dodd-

Frank Act, Financial CHOICE Act)

• The salience of these bills are very high at the time of their vote and hence 

involved parties are realistically informed 

• This condition might not be prevalent on the average bill

• The estimates are likely to be lower bonds of legislator responsiveness to 

special interests
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Time to the next election

• The vote on EESA, for instance, took place on October 3, 2008 (i.e., in the 

months preceding the national election)

• The balance between being responsive to special interests and sticking to 

own ideology may vary over time

• Because of the next election approaching

• Also because of the shock of the crisis on legislators’ ideology
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Internal validity: Suggestions

1. Interests of the finance industry

 Clarify some choices made (when conflicting positions, when no letter associated with a 

bill)

 Strengthen the section on the representativeness of trade associations

 Redefine FI Share with the contributions made by trade associations and control for 

contributions made by individual finance firms (commercial banks, insurance firms, …)

2. Salience of bills

 Exploit cross-sectional heterogeneity (most important bills, etc.)

 Table 5: the interaction with Letters>1 do not help to capture the importance of the bill

3. Time to the next election

 Exploit cross-sectional heterogeneity (time to elections, competitive districts, retiring 

representatives, etc.)

 Time fixed effects?

 Run the regressions before/after the 2008-09 crisis and/or Dodd-Frank
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Reciprocity hypothesis

• Other mechanisms at work (information transmission, legislative capture)? 

• Results from Tables 7 and 8 may suggest reverse causality concerns of the 

main results reported in Table 4 (as PAC contributions are very persistent over 

time)

• Further analyses on the relationship between PAC and lobbying may help

• Why not directly looking at the reelection of the politician?

• Why do the estimates reported in column 3 of Table 7 are not the same than 

the ones reported in column 1 of Table 8?
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Conclusion

• There is a lot to like in this paper

• Super important research question

• Impressive data work, interesting analyses

• Clarify the contribution

• Clarify the exact role of lobbying, focus on internal validity, and strengthen 

explanation of the findings

• Improve exposition and writing

• Good luck with the paper!
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