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A B S T R A C T

What is the relationship between campaign contributions and legislative behavior of elected representatives?
In this paper, I find that more concentrated donations negatively correlate with three costly legislative
endeavors of members of Congress: bill sponsorship, speechmaking on the floor and witness appearances
before committees. For bill sponsorship, the negative correlation is stronger for topics related to redistribution,
such as health and social welfare bills. To interpret these results, I argue that a more skewed structure of
contributions makes members of Congress more dependent on their top donors and thus potentially more
inclined to represent their interests. By reciprocating favors to donors, by seeking to secure their continued
financial support, or simply by enjoying more leisure time as a result of feeling secure in their financial backing,
federal legislators are less active in activities related to the Congressional agenda and public policy. Overall,
I contend that campaign contributions distort the incentives of elected representatives to allocate legislative
effort in Congress.
1. Introduction

Do campaign contributions influence the legislative behavior of
members of Congress (MCs)? Historically, the large literature studying
the effect of donations on the behavior of MCs has led to mixed
results (e.g. Ansolabehere et al., 2003). Recent works employing novel
causal inference techniques have found some positive answers to this
important question, narrowing the focus to legislative votes related to
specific industries or moments in the policy discussion (Grier et al.,
2023; Powell and Grimmer, 2016; Kaplan et al., 2019).

Overall, contributions are thought to buy access to legislators and
influence the allocation of their scarce time in office (e.g. Hall and
Wayman, 1990; Kalla and Broockman, 2016). Indeed, MCs devote an
impressively high amount of time to fundraising activities, as abundant
anecdotal evidence confirms.1 Former representative Walt Minnick, a
conservative Democrat from Idaho, declared in 2012 that in his two

E-mail address: a.parmigiani@lse.ac.uk.
1 To the best of my knowledge, the only empirical quantification of the time devoted to fundraising dates back to Langbein (1986), which uses a random

sample of 92 House members from the 95th Congress to examine their activities, especially the amount of time dedicated to interest groups. She estimates that
one hour of legislator’s time costed between 10,000 and 15,000 dollars at that time.

2 The Boston Globe, March 10, 2006; quoted in Daley and Snowberg (2011, 324).
3 Senator Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS) delivered a similar comment: ‘‘Here we are forced to raise money all the time. I don’t worry about money influencing our

votes. But I worry about the energy it takes. I just don’t know how people find time to think or reflect’’. (Garrett, 1997).
4 As we are considering large donors on average, this dichotomy can be also thought as MCs representing their constituencies and special interests. See Kaplan

et al. (2019) for a similar conceptualization of roll-call voting.

years in office he used to spend ‘‘two or three hours a day trying
to raise money’’ (Glass, 2012). Rick Nolan, former Democratic House
member from Minnesota, sums it up emphatically: ‘‘The simple fact is
our entire legislative schedule is set around fundraising’’ (Langhorne,
2018). Legislators also appear conscious that fundraising time poses a
risk for the quality of representation of their constituency. Alan Simp-
son, former Republican Senator of Wyoming, openly stated: ‘‘When
we were spending so much time raising money, we simply could not
devote quality time to thoughtful decisions and debate. It lowered the
substance of our work’’.2,3

In this work, I study the association between the concentration of
campaign donations of MCs and their legislative behavior between
1980 and 2014. I adopt a very simple framework in which MCs rep-
resent two distinct groups: voters and donors.4 The former prefer the
MC to be active in legislative activities like authoring bills, delivering
speeches and supporting federal spending in their districts. The latter
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prefer the status quo or small beneficial policy changes.5 As MCs
equire the support of both voters and donors, this framework defines a
rade-off between the representation of the two groups, with time being
 very scarce resource in office. Hence, the rationale for studying the
oncentration of donations at the individual legislator level is that a MC
ould be more easily influenced by her big donors when they represent
 larger share of her total funds, compared to a scenario in which her
argest contributions are less dominant in the distribution. In this case,
he would be more willing to correspond to the requests of this group

of donors whose money funds a big part of her campaign. By the same
logic, the MC would spend more energy and resources to court big
donors in order to make sure they will fund her re-election campaign.
Another possibility that cannot be ruled out based on the available data
is that MCs allocate their time in office to non-labor-related activities,
feeling secure in their funding prospects. A more uneven distribution
of donations provides them with the opportunity to enjoy increased
leisure time, consequently leading to a reduced dedication to legislative
activities. The distinction between these mechanisms falls beyond the
scope of this study. Crucially, the observable consequence is for all
these mechanisms a decrease in relevant legislative activities carried
out to represent voters.

Within this framework, I show that on average elected represen-
tatives in Congress sponsor fewer bills when a higher share of their
contributions comes from the top ten percentiles of their distribution
of donations. This pattern is particularly strong for bills on so called
ocial-safety net topics, namely health, social welfare and housing. Fur-
hermore, the same MC-specific measure of concentration of political
onations displays a strong negative correlation with other two legisla-
ive activities: speechmaking on the Congress floor, and appearances as
itnesses before Congressional hearings. These results remain robust
fter controlling for a large set of variables related to the donations
eceived and to MC characteristics, including electoral safety. Crucially,
hey hold with MC fixed effects.

The interpretation of these findings is that a more skewed structure
of political funds makes MCs more dependent on a relatively smaller
number of donors, and thus less inclined to spend time and effort in
legislative activities, including some that substantively affect the repre-
sentation of their constituencies, such as committee appearances. This
study thus uncovers a subtle mechanism of influence through which
the concentration of campaign contributions distorts the incentives of
lected representatives in Congress regarding their legislative behavior.
t also provides evidence against another possible interpretation of
he findings that view contributions as subsidies to aligned legislators
pecialized on specific issues. Finally, it acknowledges that the results

are also compatible with the idea that legislators might simply enjoy
ore leisure time without necessarily reciprocating favors to donors.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 describes
he data and the methodology. Section 3 presents the results. Section 4

discusses the findings and concludes.

2. Data and methodology

The empirical analysis combines data on campaign contributions of
MCs with data on their legislative behavior in office. Data for political
donations of MCs from 1979 to 2014 comes from Database on Ideology,
Money in Politics, and Elections (DIME) v2.0 (Bonica, 2016).6 Data
for bill sponsorship of MCs from 1981 to 2016 comes from the Policy

5 Paradigmatic cases are the National Rifle Association and the Pharma-
ceutical Research and Manufacturers of America, whose ultimate goal is
substantially to impede any major policy change in legislation regarding gun
control and drug pricing regulation, respectively.

6 Not all recipients are MCs when they receive their contributions, as they
might win a seat for the first time in the upcoming race. In the interest of
space, I hereafter use MC.
 i

2 
Agenda Database (Adler and Wilkerson, 2018). I complement this data
with information about MCs from the Center of Effective Lawmaking.
Finally, data on electoral results comes from MIT Election Data Lab and
DIME. Additional analyses on speechmaking on the Congress floor and
appearances as witness before Congressional committees make use of
databases constructed respectively by Gentzkow et al. (2019) for the
eriod 1980–2010, and Snyder and Strömberg (2010) for the period

1982–2004.7
The unit of observation is a MC in a two-year electoral cycle (N

 7821).8 I consider all reported contributions from private individu-
als, corporations or committees, including Political Action Committees
(PACs) that directly finance MCs, thus excluding general contributions
to political parties that are not attributable to specific MCs. Overall, the
top hundred donors (out of more than 4 million unique contributors)
donated more than 23.4 billion dollars, out of the total 36.7 billion
for all contributions of this type in this period (63.7 percent).9 This
concentration masks the aggregating role of national party PACs and
of Actblue, a Democratic conduit for small donations that started
to become a relevant political actor in 2012 election.10 The Online
Appendix Section B.1 provides a list of the biggest donors in absolute
terms in my dataset.

Then, I construct a variable that measures the concentration in
the distribution of contributions for every unit of observation, called
ShareTop10. It measures the share of contributions coming from the top
ten percent of donors, within the distribution of each MC by electoral
ycle. More precisely, I take the top ten percent of donors of each unit
f observation and I calculate their share of funds with respect to the
otal raised by that MC in that electoral cycle. The rationale for the
onstruction of this variable relates to the idea that a MC is more easily
nfluenced when a higher share of her donations comes from her top
ontributors, relative to a more balanced distribution. Then, a MC with
igher concentration of contributions would have a stronger incentive
o represent the interests of her top donors, with respect to a MC with
 more equal distribution of funds.

The variable ShareTop10 accounts for the relative importance of
the largest donors to each unit of observation, and not just for the
overall concentration of the distribution across the entire spectrum
of her donations, such as an Herfindahl–Hirschman Index (HHI) of
concentration.11 Theoretically, I employ this variable to focus attention
on the right tail of the distribution of donations rather than solely on
the overall imbalance of the distribution, in a similar manner to how
cholars of income inequality use comparable measures instead of the
ini index, which accounts for the entire income distribution. Effec-

ively, these top share measures are arguably better suited, with respect
o encompassing indexes of concentration such as Gini and Herfindahl,
o capturing the disproportionate influence of top donors, just as they

capture the disproportionate economic power of top income earners.
Nonetheless, I include HHI as a control in further specifications, in

7 The use of these different datasets without a common identifier often
equired manual imputation to homogenize MC names or district codes used
o merge them.

8 I exclude MCs that do not serve for the entire period of their elected
office, as their legislative production might be affected by the different length
of service. I also exclude a few cases of self-funded MCs, as well as observations
for which there is no information at all about campaign contributions (mostly
incumbents ‘‘recycling’’ contributions from the previous electoral campaign).

9 These amounts are adjusted for inflation, with 2000 as base year.
10 In general, all PACs can in turn receive contributions from individuals and

interest groups. National party PACs as well as conduits allegedly represent
general interests, hardly compatible with the idea of ShareTop10. The same
is true for large unions that do not represent only one specific category of

orkers. For this reason, Table A6 shows that the main results holds when I
alculate the ShareTop10 variable excluding these donors.
11 Indeed, the correlation between these two measures is quite low (0.51),

ndicating their intrinsic distinction.
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addition to the total amount and the total amount squared, showing
hat this does not change the main results.12 Finally, I recognize that
he threshold of ten percent could be seen as arbitrary. Section A7 in

the Appendix shows that all the main results hold with an alternative
variable calculated using the top five percent of donors instead of the
top ten.

The contributors that belong to the top ten percentiles of a MC
re not necessarily large donors compared to the average contributor
n the sample. Thus, I construct another list of the relatively biggest
onors related to ShareTop10, namely the ones that figure in the top ten
ercentiles of the distribution of contributions for the highest number
f observations (Online Appendix Section B.2). The top three donors in
his list are: Realtors PAC of the National Association of Realtors, that
igure in the top ten percentile of donations to 5104 observations, and
hen Automobile and Truck Dealers PAC (3446) and American Medical
AC (3398).13 Interestingly, individuals still represent the majority of

overall donors in the high tail of MCs’ distributions, even if their share
is on average more than three times smaller than contributions from
committees.14 Thus, the variable ShareTop10 is an umbrella measure
f concentration of contributions from all types of donors, not only
eflecting the preferences of interest groups such as business and trade
ssociations. Nonetheless, this variable is not substantially affected by
he rise in small donations, as this phenomenon gained relevance only
round 2012 (Bouton et al., 2022).

The mean of the variable ShareTop10 amounts to 0.47, meaning
hat the top ten percent of donations of each MC by electoral cycle

on average contributes for almost half of the total amount received.15

This measure is characterized by very high variation, from a minimum
f 0.12 (almost perfect equality of contributions) to a maximum of 1
perfect inequality). In line with evidence on increasing concentration
f contributions (Bonica et al., 2013; Cagé, 2024), I find that MCs have

increasingly skewed distribution of campaign funds over the period of
this study. Fig. 1 displays this rising trend over time by dividing the
sample in three periods of equal length.

The main question here is whether the variable of concentration
f contributions correlates with the following legislative outcomes of
nterest: bill sponsorship, speechmaking on the Chamber floors and wit-

ness appearances before committees. To the best of my knowledge, this
study represents the first attempt to examine empirically the association
between the distribution of campaign contributions of MCs and these
legislative activities.

The model estimates the following panel specification:

𝑌𝑗 𝑡 = 𝛼𝑗 𝑡 + 𝛽𝑡 + 𝛾𝑖𝑆 ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑇 𝑜𝑝10𝑗 𝑡−1 + 𝜂𝑖𝑀𝑗 𝑡−1 + 𝜖𝑗 𝑡,
where Yjt is the legislative outcome of interest by MC j at time t,
𝛼𝑗 𝑡 is a set of time-varying controls for MC j, 𝛽𝑡 represents election
cycle fixed effects, ShareTop10jt-1 is the variable of concentration of
contributions for MC j at time t-1, and Mjt-1 is a vector of controls for
donations received by MC j at time t-1 that include the total amount
of contributions, the total amount squared, and additional variables
in robustness checks. MC controls include gender, ideology, seniority,
member of Democratic party, member of majority party, percentage

12 The ShareTop10 coefficient actually gets larger. See Table A3.
13 These PACs are not in the very first position for their donations in absolute

erms –they were respectively in the 7th, 22nd and 14th positions. This pattern
otentially unveils a strategic targeting of MCs with large enough donations to
igure in the high tail of their distribution. The identification of this mechanism
emains beyond the scope of this study.
14 In the universe of contributions that figure in the top ten percentiles

of MCs’ funding, there are 734,554 donations from individuals and 571,205
donations from committees. An individual donation accounts on average for
0.04 percent of all contributions of one MC, while a donation from a committee
accounts on average for 1.3 percent.

15 For each unit of observation, the average number of donors is 844, but
here are more than seven hundred observations with less than 100 donors.
3 
of vote in last election, committee chair, committee rank, speaker,
leader of majority party, leader of minority party. Robust standard
errors are clustered at the MC level. The main specification adopts
state fixed effects. Alternatively, I use MC fixed effects.16 Table A1
displays summary statistics for the main dependent and independent
variables. Table A2 shows that the correlation between ShareTop10
and all other MC covariates is very close to zero, thus excluding that

Cs with highly concentrated donor base look different along other
imensions potentially related to their valence, such as seniority, past

political experience, being chair of a Committee, and vote percentage.17

3. Empirical analysis

3.1. Bill sponsorship

Bill sponsorship is the main activity of federal legislators that re-
ates to the Congressional agenda. As a classic study suggests, bill
ponsorship entails three types of costs –resource, opportunity and
olitical costs– which need to be offset, in the individual decision
aking process of the single MC, by the expected benefits (Schiller,

1995). Crucially, one potential benefit of this legislative endeavor is
the possibility to shape the debate in Congress and in public opinion.

Previous studies have shown a negative correlation between the
ggregate level of income inequality and the amount of debate in
ongress over social welfare legislation (Epp, 2018). Moreover, the
ources of funding of MCs have been found relevant for explaining

their legislative behavior once in office. Indeed, Epp (2018) shows
hat MCs that receive a higher proportion of contributions by small

donors, namely individuals that donate less than 200$, proposed more
bills and on a more variegated set of topics, between 2010 and 2014.
The analysis in this work extends considerably the period of analysis,
ringing it to almost four decades and it crucially focuses on (relatively)
arge donors, arguably the most important group for policy influence.
iven existing evidence, I expect that MCs that rely more on big
onations would be less active in sponsorship of legislation, and that
his association would be greater for topics related to social safety-
et. The intuition is that the concentration of a MC’s campaign funds,
egardless of where they come from absolute top donors or not, could
otentially limit her legislative activities, by changing the incentives
round legislative effort.

In the baseline regression, I use the variable that defines ‘‘im-
portant’’ bills, manually coded by the Policy Agenda Project. This
classification excludes, from the total number of bills sponsored, cer-
emonial ones that do not represent meaningful legislative change.
Then, I consider the subset –less than ten percent of the total– of
these proposals that have been reported by at least one committee, an
indication that the proposal has been taken into legislative considera-
tion. On average, MCs sponsor around eighteen bills for each two-year
period in Congress, of which sixteen are deemed as important in this
classification, and just two get reported by one or more committee.
Overall, these different variables aim at ruling out the possibility of

16 On one hand, the specification without fixed effects exploits both the
variation within and between MCs, thus not giving disproportionate weight to
MCs that remain in office for long periods. On the other hand, the inclusion
of fixed effects absorbs unobservable variation at the level of the MC, such
as personal characteristics related to the ability of collecting money, and it
has often been recommended in this type of studies (e.g. Ansolabehere et al.,
2003).

17 Restricting the attention to the observations with the top ten highest
values of ShareTop10, the only significant difference from the entire sample is
a higher likelihood of being a woman MC (62% percent higher than average)
and a ranking member of a Committee (36% percent higher than average).
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Fig. 1. Distribution of ShareTop10 variable.
Note. The figure displays the distribution of the ShareTop10 variable in the three periods indicated in the legend, as well as vertical lines representing median values.
‘‘show-horse’’ behavior, namely that MCs might get publicity through
the sponsorship of many unimportant bills, actually doing very lit-
tle legislating work (Payne, 1980). Then, the Policy Agenda Project
classifies each proposal into 21 major categories.18 Following Epp and
Borghetto (2018), I merge the categories of proposals in four macro
categories: Economy, Social Order, Social Safety Net and a residual
category.19

Table 1 shows the results for three subsets of legislative proposals:
‘important’ bills, bills that have been reported by committees, and
‘important’ bills that have been reported by committees.20 In the first
three columns, I use cycle and state fixed effects; in the last three
columns, I use cycle and MC fixed effect. First of all, the share of
contributions from donors in the top ten percent of the distribution of
MCs’ donations exhibits a negative and strongly significant correlation
on the number of sponsored bills across the board. To quantify the
size of the coefficient, one standard deviation increase in the Share-
Top10 variable in the first column is correlated with a reduction of
0.89 important bills, which corresponds to 5.6 percent of the sample
mean. The magnitudes are slightly bigger for the two other dependent
variables, indicating that the negative correlation increases for relevant
legislation. Crucially, the size and the significance of the coefficients are
virtually unchanged with MC fixed effects.

Regarding the other control variables, being chair of a committee
and being a member of the majority party in the chamber display the
biggest positive coefficients. Seniority, as expected, displays a large
positive correlation with the number of sponsored legislative proposals,
but the significance largely disappears with MC fixed effect. In line
with previous work (Anzia and Berry, 2011; Volden et al., 2013), I
find that female MCs on average sponsor significantly more bills, but
this remains true only for important bills. Table A3 in the Appendix
displays several robustness checks regarding additional MC controls
as well as an alternative classification of bill advancement from the

18 According to this classification, every bill pertains to only one category.
This method thus contains a certain degree of arbitrariness.

19 The Online Appendix Section B contains the details of this classification.
20 The number of proposals that have been reported by a committee is

generally very small at the level of the MC, especially when we look at
different bill categories. For this reason, in all robustness checks I use the
number of ‘important’ legislative proposal as the dependent variable for the
baseline specification.
4 
Center of Effective Lawmaking.21 Section A2 in the Appendix explains
in details these additional empirical exercises, as well as including an
analysis of the heterogeneity of the main results.

At the level of macro categories, the correlation with the ShareTop10
variable is negative and significant for all three groups of topics: social
order, economics and social safety-net topics, with increasing magni-
tude and level of significance. Fig. 2 displays these results by comparing
the coefficients of ShareTop10 in regressions with the three macro cate-
gories of bills as normalized dependent variables, for each specification
(important, reported, and important reported bills).22 Using the same
calculation as before, one standard deviation in the ShareTop10 variable
correlates with a 3.1 percent reduction of important bills related to
social order topics, 5.2 percent reduction for economic topics and 7
percent for social safety net topics. For the twenty-one categories from
the Policy Agenda database, the negative correlation is biggest for
the legislative categories of housing (11.2 percent) and health (10.3
percent).23

For social safety net topics, ShareTop10 remains significant in re-
gressions with dependent variable the number of reported legislative
proposals and the number of important reported bills (Fig. 2). Instead,
it is not significant at all for the other two macro categories; for social
order, the coefficient is even positive, albeit not significant. Within the
broad macro category of social safety-net, the variable of concentration
of contributions is significant also at the level of reported and important
reported legislation for the categories of health and social welfare
(Table A10). Importantly, the same findings reported in Fig. 2 holds
for both Chambers, meaning that the concentration of contributions
correlates with a reduction of non-ceremonial legislation regarding
social safety net topics separately in the House and in the Senate (Figure
A2 and Figure A3).

21 The results are virtually unchanged employing district instead of state
fixed effects, as well as not controlling for party in the specification with
MC fixed effects or including the squared values of the variables measuring
seniority and electoral safety (result not reported).

22 Figure A1 in the Online Appendix is the corresponding graph for regres-
sions with MC fixed effects. The corresponding regressions as for Table 1 is
Table A7 in the Online Appendix.

23 Overall, the coefficient is significant at five percent level for important
legislative proposals related to the following topics: health, agriculture, labor,
environment, energy, social welfare, housing, domestic commerce, technology,
international affairs and public lands (Table A8 and Table A9).
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Table 1
Bill Sponsorship.

Important Reported Imp. Reported Important Reported Imp. Reported

ShareTop10 −6.88*** −1.21*** −0.91*** −7.64*** −1.26*** −0.97***
(1.26) (0.28) (0.26) (1.29) (0.31) (0.30)

Majority Party 3.49*** 1.57*** 1.54*** 3.58*** 1.54*** 1.53***
(0.36) (0.08) (0.07) (0.40) (0.09) (0.09)

Democratic −1.76 −0.72*** −0.62*** −2.42 −1.93 −1.96
(1.56) (0.26) (0.24) (4.39) (1.30) (1.27)

Ideology −3.29* −0.92*** −0.72** −5.14 −0.78 −0.74
(1.92) (0.31) (0.28) (3.57) (0.57) (0.55)

Female 2.30*** −0.01 0.03 / / /
(0.80) (0.12) (0.10) / / /

Percentage votes −2.14* −0.91*** −0.68*** 0.31 −0.26 −0.14
(1.28) (0.27) (0.25) (1.27) (0.29) (0.28)

Total Contributions 0.00*** 0.00 0.00* 0.00*** 0.00*** 0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Total Contributions2 −0.00*** −0.00 −0.00 −0.00*** −0.00*** −0.00***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Speaker −8.40*** −1.51*** −1.41*** −6.99*** −1.13** −1.03**
(1.60) (0.46) (0.45) (1.34) (0.44) (0.45)

Majority Leader −0.84 0.10 0.01 −0.20 0.31 0.21
(0.77) (0.27) (0.25) (0.81) (0.29) (0.27)

Minority Leader −2.52** −0.38*** −0.37*** −2.41** −0.13 −0.13
(1.11) (0.14) (0.12) (1.23) (0.20) (0.18)

Committee Chair 7.56*** 4.64*** 4.43*** 6.88*** 4.12*** 3.95***
(0.97) (0.39) (0.35) (0.95) (0.37) (0.34)

Committee Rank 0.22 −0.49*** −0.49*** −0.32 −0.92*** −0.87***
(0.70) (0.15) (0.14) (0.77) (0.20) (0.20)

Seniority 0.68*** 0.13*** 0.13*** 0.74 0.08 0.09**
(0.07) (0.01) (0.01) (0.46) (0.05) (0.04)

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓

MC Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓

Cycle Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 7821 7821 7821 7821 7821 7821
𝑅2 0.16 0.31 0.33 0.17 0.31 0.33

Mean Dep. Var. 16.01 2.14 1.85 16.01 2.14 1.85

Standard errors clustered at the MC level in parenthesis.
* p<0.10.
** p<0.05.
*** p<0.01.
Fig. 2. Coefficient of ShareTop10: Macro Categories of Bills.
Note. The figure displays the coefficients of ShareTop10 variable with 90 percent level confidence intervals, for regressions with the dependent variables displayed in the graph,
normalized by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation. Round markers indicate important bills, squared markers bills reported by committees, triangle markers
important bills reported by committees. All regressions include the full list of controls.
5 
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3.2. Speechmaking on the congress floor

Here, I analyze the relationship between ShareTop10 and the ca-
pacity of MCs to deliver speeches on the Congress floors. Witko et al.
(2021) link different types of campaign donations to this legislative
activity, finding that labor donations increase attention to lower classes
riorities, corporate donations to upper class ones. My question here
s more general: does the distribution of political donations influence
he decision to deliver a speech in the first place? The rationale of
his analysis rests on the intuition that meaningful speechmaking is

a costly individual activity and it is, as bill sponsorship, a versatile
and multidimensional endeavor. The opportunities for a legislator to
speak in Congress are limited and many elements factor in the decision
whether to do it or not. Journalists scrutinize the content of speeches
and opponents are ready to capitalize on any misstep. Furthermore,
a small but not negligible fraction of public opinion watches the live
coverage of Congress on C-Span (Gennaro and Ash, 2023).

From the dataset collected by Gentzkow et al. (2019), containing
all text spoken on the Congress floor,24 I construct variables that count
he number of speeches by each MC in each session between 1980
nd 2010. A great fraction of these oral interventions is actually very
hort, with the median number of words in each legislature between 29
nd 72, interestingly decreasing over time. Then, I build variables that
ount the number of speeches with an above-median number of words,
nd the number of speeches in the first quartile, i.e. the 25 percent
ongest speeches in each legislature (always longer than 150 words and
ncreasing over time). At least in terms of their length, these are surely
eaningful speeches. In order to avoid giving too much weight on one

pecific day of legislative activity with a high number of speeches, I
uild a variable that counts the number of days in which a MC takes
he floor. Finally, I combine the two ideas, constructing the last two
ariables that count the number of days in which a MC delivers at least
ne speech longer than the median word count and at least one speech
n the first quartile of longest speeches.25 This variable is then intended
o represent the overall effort of a MC in oral addresses on the floor for
 two-year period.

Fig. 3 shows the coefficients of the ShareTop10 variable, in regres-
ions with dependent variable the measures of speechmaking above de-

scribed, normalized for easing the comparison. The number of speeches
negatively correlates with ShareTop10 and the significance of the coeffi-
ients increases with the stringency of the variable. While insignificant
or the simple number of speeches, the ShareTop10 variable reaches
onventional level of statistical significance for the number of speeches
n the first quartile of length (p-value < 0.05), and for all the variables
hat count the number of days (p-value < 0.01).26 The magnitude

of the coefficient is sizable: one standard deviation increase in the
share of funding coming from the top ten percentiles of donations
correlates with a 5 percent decrease in ‘‘speech effort’’. Regarding
he heterogeneity of this result, the result is clearly concentrated in

Democratic politicians, for whom the coefficient is larger and more
precisely estimated than Republican MCs (results not shown).

3.3. Appearances before congressional hearings

Finally, I explore whether the concentration of contributions influ-
nces another activity of MCs, namely appearances as witnesses before

Congressional hearings. This is a very costly activity that members of

24 More precisely, the bound version of these files cuts the very short
entences that could not be considered in any way speeches. This dataset does
ot include speeches delivered in Committee hearings (see Park, 2023).
25 The correlation between these measures is very high. They correlate one

with the other, in the order they have been presented, as it follows: R=0.975,
0.857, 0.884, 0.996, 0.956.

26 Table A13 and Table A14 are the corresponding regression tables.
6 
the House carry out to represent the interests of their constituencies. As
explained in Snyder and Strömberg (2010, 390), ‘‘to build the case that
a project deserves funding, a representative may have to gather data
and hire experts to discuss impacts on their district, their state, and
the nation’’. This requires time and effort. On average, MCs do it 3.5
imes per Congress making it the less frequent legislative endeavor of

the three considered in this work. From their article, I take the variables
that respectively count the number of appearances as witnesses before
all Congressional committees and the number of appearances before
the Ways and Means and the Appropriations committees, arguably the
most important ones for the purpose of fund allocation. Snyder and
Strömberg (2010) show that media coverage of MCs’ behavior, mea-
ured by combining the market share with the readership concentration
f newspapers and exploiting the geographical congruence between
ewspaper markets and congressional districts, displays a large and
ignificant positive coefficient on the number of appearances, for both
ariables.

Table 2 shows the results for regressions that adopts the main spec-
ification with additional district controls from Snyder and Strömberg
(2010) replication data, and notably their measure of congruence.27

In column 1, I run an adapted version of the main specification with
district fixed effects. In columns 2 and 3, I use a Poisson and a negative
inomial specification, the latter being the one preferred by the authors
or their analysis of the media effect. The rest of the table replicates the
ame estimation with dependent variable the number of appearances
efore the Ways and Means or the Appropriations committee.28 The co-

efficient of the variable of ShareTop10 is negative and significant across
the board, showing that the concentration of contributions negatively
correlates with this very costly activity of MCs, even when I include the
media congruence variable. Moreover, the magnitude is not negligible,
even if three to five times smaller than the one of local media for
all appearances. One standard deviation increase in the concentration
of contributions correlates with a reduction of appearances as witness
before committees by 2.7 percent in the preferred specification. This
finding is valid only for Republican House members, as trimmed sam-
ples with democratic legislators never display any significant coefficient
(results not shown).

These findings demonstrate that a high level of concentration of
donations shifts the trade-off of MCs on their legislative behavior, re-
ducing the effort employed in endeavors that directly benefit their con-
stituencies, such as committee appearances, and not only those related
to the Congressional agenda, such as sponsorship and speechmaking
activities.

4. Discussion

First, I consider reverse causality, namely whether MCs strate-
ically use legislative activities to attract future contributions. For
xample, Rocca and Gordon (2010) find that MCs that sponsor more
ills on labor and gun control legislation received more donations from
ACs advocating for these issues. Table A15 performs placebo tests
o examine whether the legislative outcomes of interests influence the
oncentration of contributions in the following legislature. The variable
ShareTop10 is not significantly correlated with any of the dependent
ariables in the main analysis, in any specification.29

27 For consistency with the rest of the empirical analysis, I control for the
percentage of vote in the previous election cycle as a proxy for electoral safety
f MCs. Snyder and Strömberg (2010) use instead three dummies for open

seat, close and uncontested races. If I instead employ those controls, results
are virtually unchanged.

28 The decision to use state instead of district fixed effects in some
specifications is due to the computational requirements for convergence.

29 Tellingly, the legislative outcomes of interest do not display any predictive
power on the amount of contributions received either. Moreover, the main
findings on bills and speeches hold employing the cycle-to-cycle change in
legislative production of each MC (results not shown).
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Fig. 3. Speechmaking: coefficient of ShareTop10 variable for different dependent variables.
Note. The figure displays the coefficients of ShareTop10 variable with 90 percent level confidence intervals, for regressions with the dependent variable displayed in the graph,
normalized by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation. Round markers indicate regressions without MC fixed effects, squared markers regressions with fixed
effects. All regressions include the full list of controls.
Table 2
Witness Appearances before Congressional Hearings.

(OLS) (Poisson) (NegBin) (OLS) (Poisson) (NegBin)

ShareTop10 −0.10* −0.03* −0.03** −0.06* −0.05** −0.05**
(0.06) (0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02)

Congruence 0.54** 0.13*** 0.09*** 0.25* 0.08* 0.07*
(0.23) (0.05) (0.03) (0.13) (0.05) (0.04)

All Committees ✓ ✓ ✓

W&M and Appr. Committees ✓ ✓ ✓

MC and district Controls ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Cycle Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

State Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓

District Fixed Effects ✓ ✓ ✓

Observations 3960 3960 3960 3960 3960 3960

Mean Dep. Var. 3.52 3.52 3.52 1.54 1.54 1.54

The variables ShareTop10 and Congruence are normalized by subtracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation. Standard errors
clustered at the MC level in parenthesis.
* p<0.10.
** p<0.05.
*** p<0.01.
Other possible interpretations regard legislative specialization and
more leisure-related activities. The former refers to MCs focusing their
legislative efforts on a narrow set of topics and receiving contributions
from special interests that pertain to the same issues. Those donations
would then not be attempts to unduly influence the responsibilities
of MCs, but legislative subsidies to likeminded politicians (Hall and
Deardoff, 2006). In the context of this work, this argument would entail
a negative relationship between the concentration of contributions and
the number of different issues covered in legislative work. To test this
possibility, I adopt the same specification to estimate the correlation be-
tween ShareTop10 and the number of different categories of important
bill sponsored, or the Shannon entropy index, as proxies for legislative
specialization (or the opposite). This empirical exercise, described in
the interest of space in Section A8, does not support this alternative
explanation of the main results.

The latter interpretation suggests that MCs may disengage from
their legislative responsibilities when they have an unbalanced distribu-
tion of contributions that fosters a sense of confidence in their financial
prospects. In this sense, the negative correlation between the top ten
7 
concentration measure and legislative activities could be explained by
MCs spending more time on leisure activities outside of Congress.30

Additional data on the daily time allocation of MCs would be necessary
to rigorously evaluate this mechanism, which cannot be dismissed at
present.

The identification of the effect of campaign contributions on the
behavior of elected representatives in Congress has proven to be a
daunting task. This work does not prove the quid pro quo between
donors and MCs. Existing studies credibly hypothesize that most of
the favors to donors are buried in obscure microlegislation that remain
outside the scrutiny of the public –and often, of the researcher (McKay,
2020). Though, this study shows for the first time a robust negative cor-
relation between important legislative outcomes and the concentration
of donations, for a period spanning decades of data. It also provides
a general argument based on the concentration of contributions to
each MC that sheds light on the association between donations and

30 For a related argument on managerial effort, see Antón et al. (2023).
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legislative activities. By reciprocating favors to donors, by seeking to
ecure their continued financial support, or simply by enjoying more
eisure time as a result of feeling secure in their financial backing,
Cs are less active in legislative activities related to the Congressional

genda and public policy. While further research is required to gain a
eeper understanding of the specifics of this mechanism of influence, I
elieve these results show that the system of political donations distorts
he incentives of MCs regarding their legislative effort.

Declaration of competing interest

I declare that I have no conflict of interest.

Acknowledgments

First, I thank my PhD supervisor Valentino Larcinese for brilliant
nsights and suggestions. I also thank Dan Berliner, Giovanni Burro,
athilde Emeriau, Florian Foos, Christel Koop, Gilat Levy, Eric Man-

ing, Massimo Pulejo, Jim Snyder, Jan Stuckatz, Andrea Tesei, Arduino
omasi and Matia Vannoni for useful comments on previous versions of
his paper. I also benefitted from presenting this paper at LSE Political

Science and Political Economy (PSPE) lunch seminar, Midwest Political
Science Association (MPSA) conference, European Political Science

ssociation (EPSA) conference, the Society for the Study of Economic
nequality (ECINEQ) conference, the Public Policy Research Network
PPRN) workshop and the LSE-NYU conference.

I acknowledge funding from the ‘‘Populism: Competence and Political
ommunication’’ (POCEPOC) project at the Free University of Bolzano.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary material related to this article can be found online
at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2025.105319.

Data availability

The data and code will be shared on Harvard Dataverse.

References

Adler, Scott E., Wilkerson, John, 2018. Congressional bills project: 1980–2016. Policy
Agenda Database Computer file.

Ansolabehere, Stephen, M., De Figueiredo, John, Snyder, Jr., James M., 2003. Why is
there so little money in US politics? J. Econ. Perspect. 17 (1), 105–130.

Antón, Miguel, Ederer, Florian, Giné, Mireia, Schmalz, Martin, 2023. Common own-
ership, competition, and top management incentives. J. Political Econ. 131 (5),
1294–1355.

Anzia, Sarah F., Berry, Christopher R., 2011. The jackie (and jill) robinson effect: why
do congresswomen outperform congressmen? Am. J. Political Sci. 55 (3), 478–493.
8 
Bonica, Adam, 2016. Database on ideology, money in politics, and elections: Public
version 2.0. Comput. File, Stanf. Univ. Libr..

Bonica, Adam, McCarty, Nolan, Poole, Keith T., Rosenthal, Howard, 2013. Why hasn’t
democracy slowed rising inequality? J. Econ. Perspect. 27 (3), 103–124.

Bouton, Laurent, Cagé, Julia, Dewitte, Edgard, Pons, Vincent, 2022. Small Campaign
Donors. Tech. rep., National Bureau of Economic Research.

Cagé, Julia, 2024. Political inequality. Annu. Rev. Econ. 3 455–490.
Daley, Brendan, Snowberg, Erik, 2011. Even if it is not bribery: the case for campaign

finance reform. J. Law, Econ., & Organ. 27 (2), 324–349.
Epp, Derek A., 2018. Policy agendas and economic inequality in American politics.

Political Stud. 66 (4), 922–939.
Epp, Derek, Borghetto, Enrico, 2018. Economic inequality and legislative agendas in

europe. Doc. de Trab..
Garrett, Major, 1997. Money, politics, and the first amendment. Cato Inst. Brifing Rep.

(30).
Gennaro, Gloria, Ash, Elliott, 2023. Televised debates and emotional appeals in politics:

Evidence from C-SPAN. Cent. Law & Econ. Work. Pap. Ser. 2023 (01).
Gentzkow, Matthew, Shapiro, Jesse M., Taddy, Matt, 2019. Measuring group differences

in high-dimensional choices: method and application to congressional speech.
Econometrica 87 (4), 1307–1340.

Glass, Ira, 2012. Take the money and run for office. This Am. Life Episode 461, URL
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/461/transcript.

Grier, Kevin, Grier, Robin, Mkrtchian, Gor, 2023. Campaign contributions and roll-call
voting in the US house of representatives: The case of the sugar industry. Am.
Political Sci. Rev. 117 (1), 340–346.

Hall, Richard L., Wayman, Frank W., 1990. Buying time: Moneyed interests and the
mobilization of bias in congressional committees. Am. Political Sci. Rev. 84 (3),
797–820.

Kalla, Joshua L., Broockman, David E., 2016. Campaign contributions facilitate access
to congressional officials: A randomized field experiment. Am. J. Political Sci. 60
(3), 545–558.

Kaplan, Ethan, Spenkuch, Jörg L., Yuan, Haishan, 2019. Natural disasters, moral
hazard, and special interests in congress. In: Moral Hazard, and Special Interests
in Congress. September 2019.

Langbein, Laura I., 1986. Money and access: Some empirical evidence. J. Politics 48
(4), 1052–1062.

Langhorne, Thomas B., 2018. Campaign cash trumps work in Congress, ex-members
say | Secrets of the Hill, Vol. 8. Evansville Courier & Press.

McKay, Amy Melissa, 2020. Buying amendments? Lobbyists’ campaign contributions
and microlegislation in the creation of the affordable care act. Legis. Stud. Q. 45
(2), 327–360.

Park, Ju Yeon, 2023. Electoral rewards for political grandstanding. Proc. Natl. Acad.
Sci. 120 (17), e2214697120.

Payne, James L., 1980. Show horses & work horses in the United States house of
representatives. Polity 12 (3), 428–456.

Powell, Eleanor Neff, Grimmer, Justin, 2016. Money in exile: Campaign contributions
and committee access. J. Politics 78 (4), 974–988.

Rocca, Michael S., Gordon, Stacy B., 2010. The position-taking value of bill sponsorship
in congress. Political Res. Q. 63 (2), 387–397.

Schiller, Wendy J., 1995. Senators as political entrepreneurs: Using bill sponsorship to
shape legislative agendas. Am. J. Political Sci. 186–203.

Snyder, Jr., James M., Strömberg, David, 2010. Press coverage and political
accountability. J. Political Econ. 118 (2), 355–408.

Volden, Craig, Wiseman, Alan E., Wittmer, Dana E., 2013. When are women more
effective lawmakers than men? Am. J. Political Sci. 57 (2), 326–341.

Witko, Christopher, Morgan, Jana, Kelly, Nathan J, Enns, Peter K, 2021. Hijacking the
agenda: Economic power and political influence. Russell Sage Foundation.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpubeco.2025.105319
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb1
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb2
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb3
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb4
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb8
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb9
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb10
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb11
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb13
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb14
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb14
https://www.thisamericanlife.org/461/transcript
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb16
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb17
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb18
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb20
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb22
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb23
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb25
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb26
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb27
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb28
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb29
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb29
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb29
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb30
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0047-2727(25)00017-9/sb30

	Campaign contributions and legislative behavior: Evidence from U.S. congress
	Introduction
	Data and Methodology
	Empirical Analysis
	Bill Sponsorship
	Speechmaking on the Congress floor
	Appearances Before Congressional Hearings

	Discussion
	Declaration of competing interest
	Acknowledgments
	Appendix A. Supplementary data
	Appendix . Data availability
	References


