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Previous research has emphasized corporate lobbying as a pathway through which businesses
influence government policy. This article examines a less-studied mode of influence: private reg-
ulation, defined as voluntary efforts by firms to restrain their own behavior.We argue that firms can

use modest private regulations as a political strategy to preempt more stringent public regulations. To test
this hypothesis, we administered experiments to three groups that demand environmental regulations:
voters, activists, and government officials. Our experiments revealed how each group responded to vol-
untary environmental programs (VEPs) byfirms.RelativelymodestVEPsdissuaded all three groups from
seeking more draconian government regulations, a finding with important implications for social welfare.
We observed these effects most strongly when all companies within an industry joined the voluntary effort.
Our study documents an understudied source of corporate power, while also exposing the limits of private
regulation as a strategy for influencing government policy.

One of the most important and enduring topics in
political science is the influence of business on
politics. Scholars have examined how busi-

nesses secure preferential government policies, often at
the expense of society as a whole (e.g., Baumgartner
and Leech 1998; Lindblom 1977; Schattschneider 1960;
Schlozman and Tierney 1986; Wilson 1974).

A large body of research has explored how firms
influence policymaking via lobbying (for an overview,
see Drutman 2015).1 In this article, we investigate a less-
studied way in which firms influence government. Firms
sometimes engage in private regulation; they voluntarily
go beyond the requirements of current law (e.g., Potoski

and Prakash 2005; Prakash 2000a; Prakash and Potoski
2006;Vogel 2005, 2008). Firmsmay, for example, change
their business operations by cutting back on pollution
and developing green products that are notmandated by
regulations. They may take these steps unilaterally or
coordinate with other players in their industry.

Some scholars claim that firms overcomply with
existing regulations as a strategy to preempt new leg-
islation, avoid stiff enforcement,mollify interest groups,
and prevent public protests (e.g., Baron 2014; Fooks
et al. 2013; Kinderman 2012; Lyon and Maxwell 2004;
Maxwell, Lyon, and Hackett 2000; Werner 2012). By
exceeding the requirements of status quo regulations,
firms may dissuade key actors in the policymaking
process—government officials, interest groups, and the
mass public—from demanding more stringent regulations.

For instance, in the aftermath of gas leaks by Union
Carbide plants in Bhopal, India, in 1984 and Institute,
West Virginia in 1985, the Chemical Manufacturers
Association (CMA) introduced the Community Aware-
ness and Emergency Responses Program, a voluntary
effort that exceeded government requirements. The
CMA then launched the Responsible Care program,
which laid out guiding principles and codes of conduct
related to chemical safety. These voluntarymeasuresmay
have forestalled harsh regulations against the chemical
industry (Prakash 2000b). Another example is the 1995
German Declaration on Global Warming Prevention,
through which BDI, a federation of German industries,
voluntarily committed to reduce CO2 emissions. The
German government responded by shelving plans for an
energy tax (Delmas and Montes-Sancho 2010).

This article investigates whether and under what con-
ditionsprivate regulationscanpreemptpublic regulations.
Our research focuses on voluntary environmental
programs (VEPs), in which firms go beyond the
requirements of current environmental law.2Weexamine
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1 Scholars have also examined the “structural” power of business, in
which politicians cater to business because businesses are important
for the economy (e.g., Hall 1986; Lindblom 1977).

2 The literature commonly refers to “voluntary environmental pro-
grams” (e.g., Prakash and Potoski 2006, 2012). Related terms include
privateregulation(Büthe2010), privateauthority (Green2014),private
governance (Kinderman 2016), and self-regulation, among others.
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environmental regulation not only because it is sub-
stantively important, but also because there is a robust
literature on VEPs to which this article contributes
(Potoski and Prakash 2013). Moreover, environmental
policy is a multifaceted domain, encompassing a wide
range of policy issues. Finally, the costs of environmental
self-regulations can vary significantly, opening oppor-
tunities to compare substantial efforts versus less mean-
ingful ones.3

There is surprisingly little researchaboutwhetherVEPs
bring political benefits for firms. A few scholars have
studied whether VEPs cause government officials to
curtail the enforcement of existing regulations. Innes and
Sam (2008), for example, analyzed participation in the
EPA’s 33/50 program, a voluntary agreement between
firms and the U.S. government to reduce the release of
17 chemical pollutants. They found that participating
firms experienced significant reductions in government
inspections.4 By contrast, no studies to our knowledge
have quantified the effect of VEPs on support for passing
new regulations. DoVEPs actually succeed in dampening
support for regulations?Do the effects vary by the type of
VEPandtheaudienceevaluating theprograms?Whatare
the broader implications for corporate power?

To address these questions, we conducted experiments
involving three key groups in theUnited States that often
demand environmental regulations: ordinary citizens,
environmental activists, and government officials.5 Our
activist samples includedaffiliatesof theAudubonSociety
(one of the largest environmental organizations in the
United States) and people who had previously signed an
environmental petition demanding government regu-
lations to address climate change. Our sample of gov-
ernment officials included legislators, executives,
regulators, and staff at all levels of government.

We randomized information about VEPs and meas-
ured how this information affected support for more
stringent policies. We found that VEPs dissuaded all
three groups from calling for stiffer environmental reg-
ulations.However, themagnitudeof theeffectdepended
critically on the percentage of companies within an
industry that joined the voluntary effort.When only half
thefirms tookvoluntaryaction, a scenariowecallnarrow
participation, their efforts typically didnot affect support
for regulation. When nearly all firms within an industry
participated (broad participation), by contrast, the
impact on policy preferences was substantial. Hence, the
breadth of participation by firms is fundamental to
understanding the relationship between private and
public regulations.

We also distinguish deep reforms, in which VEPs go
wellbeyondcurrent requirements, from shallow reforms,
which involve only modest steps beyond the status quo.
In our experiments, environmental activists responded
more strongly to deep reforms than to shallow ones, but

government officials and the public did not. Moreover,
among all three groups, shallow actions substantially
depressed support for government regulation, as long as
the firms taking voluntary action succeeded in getting
their peers to join. Thus, even shallow corporate actions
can preempt support for government regulations, a
finding with potentially troublesome implications for
social welfare.

This article advances our understanding of the role of
corporations in politics by providing, to our knowledge,
the first micro-level empirical evidence that self-
regulation has a causal effect on support for govern-
ment regulation. Our analysis also contributes to the
extensive literature on the formation of public prefer-
ences (Druckman and Lupia 2000). Prior research has
documented the persuasive impact of parties (Bullock
2011), politicians (Carmines and Kuklinski 1990), the
media (Iyengar and Kinder 1987), advocacy groups
(Arceneaux and Kolodny 2009), and courts (Bartels
and Mutz 2009). There has been less work about the
persuasive power of corporations [though seeWalker’s
(2014) study of corporate grassroot campaigns sub-
sidized by firms and organized by public affairs con-
sultants]. We show how corporations not only lead
citizens to act on existing preferences (e.g., Kollman
1998; Smith 2000) but also persuade people to change
their policy attitudes.

The article is organized as follows. We first review the
existing literature and present a series of competing
theoretical predictions that motivate our empirical
inquiry. We then describe our sampling procedures,
experimental design, and statistical model. Finally, we
analyze how our unique samples of environmental acti-
vists, ordinary citizens, and government officials respon-
ded to VEPs.We conclude by discussing the implications
of our findings for the study of corporate influence,
government regulation, and environmental politics.

PREVIOUS LITERATURE AND
TESTABLE HYPOTHESES

We extend previous research in political science about
the strategic interplay between corporations and other
political actors.Werner (2012), for example, found that
firms engage in self-regulation and other forms of
corporate social responsibility in response to shifts in
public opinion and threats from activists and regulators.
Werner’s work shows how political threats affect the
behavior of firms. In this article, we explore the reverse
relationship: how the actions of firms—and specifically
their efforts at self-regulation—affect the political
threat environment by transforming the preferences of
politicians, activists, and the mass public.6

3 In the conclusion, we discuss how our findingsmight extend to other
issue areas.
4 Researchonother programshas foundmixed results, inwhichVEPs
reduced inspections for some industries but not others (Decker 2005;
Sam 2010).
5 The conclusion discusses how our findings might extend to other
countries.

6 Werner’s theoretical framework allows for this possibility; he posits
that self-regulation can have feedback effects on the attitudes of
political actors and identifies the study of feedback mechanisms as “a
rich area for future research” (Werner 2012, 25, 151).As one example
of feedback, Werner (2015) found that policymakers grant greater
access to firms with better sociopolitical reputations. On the strategic
interplay between corporations, NGOs, and the public, see also
Bernauer and Caduff (2004).
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We also build on prior research about coordination
among firms. Precisely because private regulation is
costly, firms might be tempted to free-ride on the self-
restraint of other firms without moderating their own
activities. As Potoski and Prakash (2005, 2013) explain,
firms can overcome this collective action problem by
creating club goods, i.e., benefits that can be withheld
from firms that do not participate in the VEPs. We
investigate whether such VEPs preempt support for
public regulation, and how the responses of key stake-
holdergroupsdependon the sizeof the“green club,” i.e.,
the fraction of firms that join VEPs.

Finally, an extensive literature on ethical consum-
erism (e.g., Devinney, Auger, and Eckhardt 2010;
Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Sequeira 2015) explores
whether self-regulation makes people more likely to
purchase a company’s products and services. We
expand on this work by examining whether self-
regulation influences people not only as customers
but also as citizens and activists.

The Overall Effect of VEPs

To theorize about how VEPs might affect support for
regulations, consider a one-dimensional policy space
with less restrictive regulations on the left and more
restrictive regulations on the right. Let p represent a
policy that would substantially increase environmental
regulations on firms, relative to the status quo, q.
Suppose firms engaged in a less-intense voluntary
environmental program, v, such that q , v , p. How
would v affect support for raising government regu-
lations from q to p?

It is not obvious how VEPs would affect the policy
preferences of ordinary citizens, interest groups, and
government officials. On the one hand, VEPs could
decrease demand for environmental regulations. If
people believe that v is a significant step in the direction
of p, VEPs could reduce support for switching to p by
persuading people that the environmental problem has
been partially, albeit incompletely, solved. This is
perhaps the standard mechanism in the literature
through which VEPs could preempt government reg-
ulations (e.g., Maxwell, Lyon, and Hackett 2000;
Glachant 2007; Fleckinger and Galchant 2011). More-
over, once firms have invested in technologies that
partially solve an environmental problem, citizens may
be reluctant to demand stiffer standards that would
destroy the value of the firms’ investments. Lutz, Lyon,
and Maxwell (2000) argue that leading firms can stra-
tegically lock in weaker regulations compared to
counterfactual government regulations. Furthermore,
if part of the motivation to impose regulations stems
from a desire to punish nonrepentant firms that are
causing environmental problems, the admission of
responsibility and the contrition implied by VEPs could
lead observers to forgive companies and relax their
punitive zeal (Gilbert, James, andShogren 2018). Finally,
private regulationmayreduce incentives forpoliticians to
spendeffort crafting legislation if they cannot claim credit
for achieving a change in the status quo (Druckman and
Valdes, forthcoming).

On the other hand, VEPs could increase demand for
environmental regulations. Observers could interpret
VEPs as proof that environmental problems are real
and that firms can afford to behave more responsibly.
Denicolò (2008) argues that self-regulation could have
such a signaling function. VEPs also might raise the
aspirations of citizens, activists, and officials, leading to
demands for more action (Bendor et al. 2011). If so,
some firms might use VEPs as part of a conscious
strategy for promoting—rather than avoiding—stiffer
regulation (Urpelainen2011).Largefirms, inparticular,
may engage in corporate environmentalism and then
lobby for government to impose the same standards on
other firms. In this way, the voluntary actions of envi-
ronmental leaders could lead to involuntary regulations
against environmental laggards (Barrett 1991;Denicolò
2008).7 Consistent with the possibility that VEPs could
make environmental regulation more likely, research
suggests that interest groups may treat self-regulating
firms as “soft targets” that are susceptible to activist
pressure (Baron and Diermeier 2007; Baron, Harjoto,
and Jo 2011; King and McDonnell 2015). If enough
individual firms within in industry engage in VEPs, it is
conceivable that activists would then regard the entire
industry as a soft target for regulation.

There is a thirdpossibility, however:VEPscouldhave
no effect on the demand for environmental regulation.
Several mechanisms could contribute to a null result.
For instance, observers might doubt that firms would
honor their promises to launch VEPs and sustain the
programs when market pressures change. Observers
know that, promises notwithstanding, firms could delay
implementation, cancel their plans, or restrain their
behavior fora time,only to roll back theirefforts at some
point in the future. Indeed, VEPs are almost never
binding, contributing to suspicion about their effects on
the environment and social welfare (Glachant 2007). If
people do not trust firms to implement and sustain their
environmental programs,VEPsmaydo little todampen
enthusiasm for government regulations. Finally, VEPs
may not influence support for regulation if people
perceive VEPs as cynical attempts at “greenwashing”
(Delmas and Burbano 2011; Lyon and Maxwell 2011;
Delmas and Montes-Sancho 2010).

Even when corporate initiatives are perceived as
credible, though, they might be too weak to affect
demand for government regulation. Environmental
activists, in particular, often prefer extreme measures
that companies would not be willing to undertake
voluntarily. These activists presumably would not be
mollified by corporate actions that fall short of their
desired goals.8 For related reasons, VEPs might not
convince ordinary citizens and government officials to
change their views. If opinion is highly polarized, with

7 This strategy could help large firms gain a competitive advantage by
pricing-out smaller competitors who cannot afford the environmental
regulations. The strategy could also help large firms rationalize pro-
duction and distribution by adopting the most stringent standard
across the many markets in which they operate.
8 This is in accordance withMaxwell, Lyon, and Hackett (2000), who
argue that consumers will not abstain from activism unless VEPs are
sufficiently strong.
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some people demanding extremely stringent environ-
mental regulations and the remainder opposing any new
regulations regardless of voluntary corporate environ-
mentalism, then intermediate steps by corporations
might not sway members of either camp.

Finally, VEPs could prove inconsequential in the
aggregate because the responses of different groups
could cancel each other out. In heterogeneous societies,
VEPs could increase support for regulation among
some people while reducing support among others.
Wherever these two groups are of roughly equal size,
VEPs could change the attitudes of many individuals
without affecting opinion overall.

For all these reasons, it is not obvious whether VEPs
would increase, decrease, or have no effect on support
for regulation. This is ultimately an empirical question,
which we address through experiments.

The Effects of Breadth and Depth

If VEPs affect attitudes toward government regulation,
will some VEPs move opinion more than others? To
explore this possibility, we distinguish two key dimen-
sions of VEPs: breadth and depth. Breadth refers to the
percentage of companies within an industry that are
taking voluntary initiatives to protect the environment.
Broad initiatives involvemost or all firms in an industry,
whereas narrow initiatives engage a smaller set of
players. Prominent examples of industry-wide efforts to
self-regulate include the CMA’s Responsible Care
program described above and the Motion Picture
Association of America’s film rating system, which
provides content information for parents in the absence
of explicit government rules or censorship. Our second
dimension, depth, captures the amount of voluntary
effort individual firms are exerting.Deep reforms go far
beyond the requirements of current law, whereas
shallow reforms represent smaller departures from the
statusquo.Weanticipate thatopinionsabout regulation
will shift more sharply in response to broad and/or deep
initiatives than in response to narrow and/or shallow
ones.

Which dimension should be more important for
explaining attitudes toward regulation? In other words,
would attitudes respond more strongly if participation
expanded from narrow to broad, or if effort increased
from shallow to deep? There are several reasons why
breadth might dominate. First, government regulations
vary in strength, but theyalmost alwaysapply toallfirms
in an industry. For this reason, citizensmay viewnarrow
corporate initiatives as unacceptable substitutes for
government regulations. Second, if participation is
narrow, observersmight worry about adverse selection,
in which the worst polluters opt out, leaving partic-
ipation to firms that were green before the initiative
began. Third, if participation is narrow, participating
firms might backtrack in the future to avoid suffering a
competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis nonparticipating
firms. These hypotheses provide insight intowhatmakes
regulations legitimate, and why self-regulation may be
considered a potential substitute only when all compa-
nies within in an industry are subject to regulation. For

these reasons, we expect breadth to prove more con-
sequential than depth.

To arbitrate between these competing perspectives,
we designed a series of experiments, which we
administered to three groups of actors: environmental
activists, the mass public, and government officials. In
the remaining sections, we describe our experimental
design, formalize our hypotheses, explicate our sam-
pling procedures, and present our findings.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN AND
STATISTICAL MODEL

We used survey experiments to investigate whether
VEPs would decrease, increase, or have no effect on
support for government regulations.9 Our experiments
focused on six environmental issues: plastic packaging
for foods and beverages; genetically modified foods
(GMOs); new-generation insecticides called neon-
icotinoids; bird deaths due to wind turbines; overfishing
of bluefin tuna; and fuel efficiency standards for auto-
mobiles.10 In our studies of environmental activists and
government officials, each participant was randomly
assigned to consider three issues; in our studies involving
the mass public, each participant saw two issues.

For each issue, we first described the environmental
problem without mentioning a VEP and measured
support for extreme government regulations. We
then presented hypothetical scenarios in which firms
were engaging in VEPs, and remeasured the same
respondents’ support for extreme regulations. The sce-
narios varied along two dimensions, each with two
levels: the breadth of participation by companies within
the industry (broad versus narrow), and the depth of
measures that participating firms were taking to protect
the environment (deep versus shallow). For each issue,
Table 1 compares the extreme regulatory proposal (p)
to the less-stringent VEPs (v).11

We randomized these dimensions independently,
resulting in four typesofVEPs:broadanddeep,broadand
shallow, narrow and deep, and narrow and shallow. Each
respondent considered two of the four VEP scenarios.
Thus, each respondent expressed their preferences in a
baseline scenario that did not mention voluntary action,
and in two of the four conditions in which firms were
voluntarily protecting the environment. Figure 1 displays
our randomization scheme and the measures we elicited.

To illustrate these procedures, we describe our
protocol for plastic packaging (the full question word-
ings for all six issues can be found in the Supplementary

9 Our surveys measured stated preferences, which may differ from
revealed preferences. Although taste for onerous regulation could be
inflated in a survey context, this should not affect the relative dif-
ferences between treatment conditions. We thank an anonymous
reviewer for this point.
10 We included six issues to make sure any effects of VEPs were not
confined to a single issue. We did not have strong expectations about
whether the effects would be larger for some issues than for others.
11 For a detailed discussion and the exact phrasingof the treatments in
Table 1, and an explanation for howwe selected the deep and shallow
levels, see the Supplementary Material.
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Material). We introduced the issue by explaining,
“Some people think the U.S. government should ban
plastic containers for prepackaged foods and drinks.
They say the production and disposal of plastic con-
tainers hurts the environment. Other people think the
government should not ban plastic containers for pre-
packaged foods and drinks. They say a ban would
impose high costs on businesses and consumers by
significantly increasing the price of food.”

We then asked, “Do you think the government
should or should not ban plastic containers for pre-
packaged foods and drinks?” The response options
were shouldban, shouldnotban,ordon’t know.Wealso
administered a follow-up question that measured how
strongly respondents felt about their answer: very
strongly, somewhat strongly, or not strongly at all.
These questions revealed the respondent’s baseline
level of support for extreme government regulations.
We used the answers to construct a seven-point scale
that ranged from zero (very strongly opposed a ban) to
100 (very strongly supported a ban). Respondents who
said “don’t know” were scored at the midpoint, 50.12

Next, we randomly presented one of four scenarios in
which companies were taking voluntary action to recycle
plastic.Thus, respondents readabouta situation inwhich
a VEP was either deep or shallow and participation was
either broad or narrow. We operationalized a VEP as
deep if companies committed to use containers with at
least 70% recycled content, but shallow if they com-
mitted to use only 30% recycled content.13 In scenarios
with broad voluntary action, all food and beverage

manufacturers changed their practices; in scenarios with
narrow voluntary action, on the other hand, only half of
the manufacturers made the shift.

The deep and broad scenario read: “Companies
sometimes take voluntary steps to protect the envi-
ronment; they do more than what the government
requires. Suppose that all food and beverage manu-
facturers voluntarily increase their efforts to recycle
plastic, by making sure their plastic containers have at
least 70% recycled content. If all food and beverage
manufacturersmake this changewithoutbeing required
by thegovernment, doyou think thegovernment should
or should not ban plastic containers for prepackaged
foods and drinks?” The other scenarios were similar,
but we substituted 30% for 70%, replaced “all manu-
facturers” with “half of the manufacturers,” or both.

TABLE 1. Extreme Proposals (p) and VEPs (v)

Issue Extreme proposal (p) Voluntary environmental program (v)

Plastic packaging Ban plastic packaging for foods
and beverages

[Half or All] companies voluntarily agree that their
plastic containers will have at least [30 or 70]
% recycled content

GM foods Ban genetically modified foods [Half or All] companies voluntarily agree to label
all genetically modified foods beginning in the
year [2014 or 2020]

Neonic insecticides Ban neonic insecticides [Half or All] companies voluntarily agree to train
farmers [and not sell neonics to farmers who
grow crops that attract bees]

Wind turbines Ban wind turbines in areas where
birds might be at risk

[Half or All] companies voluntarily change
location and operation to reduce bird deaths
from wind turbines by [25 or 60] %

Bluefin tuna Ban the sale of bluefin tuna in the
United States

[Half or All] companies voluntarily agree not to
fish in [20 or 40] % of the waters where bluefin
tuna live

Car fuel efficiency Require that all new cars get at least
60 MPG by 2020

[Half or All] companies voluntarily agree that
every new car will get at least [40 or 50] miles
per gallon by the year 2020

FIGURE 1. Randomization Protocol

Note: After introducing an issue, we measured support for
regulation in a baseline scenario that did not mention VEPs. We
then assigned the respondent to one of four tracks. Each track
measured support for regulation under two distinct scenarios in
which firms were engaging in a VEP.

12 We adopted this measurement strategy following best practices
from the question design literature suggesting that respondents at
endpoints should be branched but respondents at midpoints should
not be branched (Malhotra, Krosnick, and Thomas 2009).
13 We did not explicitly tell respondents the level of the status quo to
mimic the real political environment, where people often do not know
the reference points for proposed policies.
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We analyzed data from the experiment by estimating
the following OLS regression model:

Yi ¼ aþ b1BDi þ b2BSi þ b3NDi þ b4NSi þ «i, (1)

where i indexes respondent-issue observations; Yi
represents support for stringent environmental regu-
lations on a scale from 0 to 100; BDi, BSi, NDi, and NSi
are dummy variables representing the four treatment
conditions (broad and deep, broad and shallow, narrow
and deep, and narrow and shallow); and ei is a normally
distributed stochastic error. For some analyses, we
pooled data from all respondents and environmental
issues; for other analyses, we estimated equation (1) for
each issue or category of respondents. As noted earlier,
each participant opined on several issues, and on any
given issue they answered questions about three sce-
narios (the baseline and two treatments). To correct for
interpersonal correlation, we clustered standard errors
by respondent.

Using equation (1), we estimated the effects of
voluntary corporate action on support for regulations.
The constant term, a, represents support for govern-
ment regulations in the baseline condition without
VEPs, and the bs quantify how each type of VEP
changes opinion relative to the baseline. We can for-
mally state the null hypotheses as follows:

H10: Broad and deep VEPs do not affect support for
regulations (b1 5 0)
H20: Broad and shallow VEPs do not affect support for
regulations (b2 5 0)
H30: Narrow and deep VEPs do not affect support for
regulations (b3 5 0)
H40:Narrowand shallowVEPsdonot affect support for
regulations (b4 5 0)

By combining parameters, we were able to estimate
conditional effects, as well, and assess the relative
strength of breadth vs. depth. The effect of broad VEPs
conditional on deep action was b1 2 b3, whereas the
effect of broad VEPs conditional on shallow action was
b2 2 b4. Likewise, the effect of deep VEPs conditional
on broad participation was b1 2 b2, whereas the effect
of deep VEPs conditional on narrow participation was
b3 2 b4. We can formally state the null hypotheses as
follows:

H50: Breadth has no effect when VEPs are deep (b12
b3 5 0)
H60: Breadth has no effect when VEPs are shallow
(b2 2 b4 5 0)
H70: Depth has no effect when VEPs are broad (b1 2
b2 5 0)
H80: Depth has no effect when VEPs are narrow (b3 2
b4 5 0)

Our research design involved repeated measures,
which increased statistical power relative to a between-
subjects design. Experiments with repeated measures
do, however, create the potential for instrument reac-
tivity since “makingmeasurements can produce change
on its own, regardless of any intervention” (de Vaus

2001, 63).Toaddress this concern,weconducted follow-up
studies based on a modified version of the Solomon four-
groupdesign, inwhichweelicited repeatedmeasures from
somerespondents,butnotothers.Wefound littleevidence
of instrument reactivity, and the use of repeatedmeasures
didnotaffectour conclusionsabout theefficacyofVEPs.14

SAMPLING PROCEDURES:
ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISTS, MASS
PUBLIC, AND GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS

Regulatory policy is a product of a democratic process
that weighs the preferences of interest groups, the mass
public, and government officials.We studied howVEPs
affect these distinct groups by administering experi-
ments to two samples of environmental activists, a
sample of ordinary citizens, and two samples of gov-
ernment officials.15Weobtained thefirst activist sample
in collaboration with The Audubon Society (hereafter,
Audubon), one of the largest environmental organ-
izations in the United States. In October 2013, Audubon
sent email invitations to a random sample of people who
satisfied at least one of the following criteria: they were
dues-paying members of Audubon and subscribers to
Audubon magazine; they had donated money to Audu-
bon in the past; or they had signed up to receive emails
alerting them to take political action—such as signing
petitions and contacting politicians—on environmental
issues. A total of 2,374 Audubon affiliates completed the
survey between October and December 2013.16

Weobtained a second activist sample by cosponsoring
an environmental petition onCare2, a social networking
website that was founded in 1998 and grew to become
one of the most popular hosts for petitions about envi-
ronmental issues. The petition, which appeared on the
Care2 website in July 2013, urged members of Congress
to take strong and swift action on climate change. Each
signatory typed their name, email address, and mailing
address. After harvesting contact information from each
signatory,weemailed theminFebruary2014tocomplete
a survey, which contained our embedded experiments.
Of the 10,710 people we emailed, 1,722 completed our
questionnaire. These people represent our second
sample of environmental activists.

We also administered experiments to a sample of
1,708 adults in the United States. Survey Sampling
International, a professional polling firm, provided the
respondents, who were interviewed in April 2014. To
further enhance the representativeness of the sample,
we constructed post-stratification weights to match
U.S. Census benchmarks for gender, age, education,

14 See the Supplementary Material for details. We thank an anony-
mous reviewer for raising this issue and suggesting the follow-up
studies we conducted.
15 For details about recruitment procedures, see the Supplementary
Material.
16 This sample size was determined by the number of affiliates the
Audubon Society provided for this study. Having found substantively
meaningful and statistically significant effects using this sample size
(see results below), we sought samples of 1,000–2,000 for subsequent
studies.
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and race, and to match the Pew Research Center’s
benchmarks forpoliticalpartyaffiliation (PewResearch
Center 2015).17

Finally, we administered experiments to two samples
of government officials. For these special samples, we
acquired contact information for more than 60,000
government officials from the firmKnowWho, including
legislators andexecutives at all levels of government, and
legislative staffers and regulators at the federal and the
state levels.Fromthis large list,wedrewarandomsample
of 10,200 officials, whomwe emailed inAugust–October
2015 to request participation in a study. A total of
923 officials completed this first study. We contacted a
second random sample of 10,397 officials in October
2016, resulting inanadditional 608completed interviews.

Before analyzing how these groups responded to our
experimental manipulations, we profile each group.
As expected, environmental activists (both Audubon
affiliates and petition signatories) differed from themass
public onmany demographic dimensions. Table 2 shows
thatactivistswereolderandmoreeducatedthanthemass
public, and more likely to be female and white. Activists
were also more toward the left wing of the political
spectrum.Approximately47%ofAudubonaffiliatesand
62% of petition signatories declared themselves to be
Democrats, whereas only 32% of the mass sample
identified with the Democratic Party. Likewise, 56% of
Audubon affiliates and 78% of petitioners professed to
be somewhat or very liberal.Among themass public, the
analogous statistic was only 23%.

Table 2 also shows that our samples of government
officials differed from the public in predictable ways.
Compared to ordinary citizens, the government officials
in our studies were more likely to be male, middle-aged,
andwhite.Theofficialswerealsomoreeducated thanthe
typical American; more than 40% of the officials in our
study had graduate degrees, and an additional 37–38%
had completed college. Despite these differences, our
government samples reflected the political diversity of
the country as a whole. Democrats, Independents, and
Republicans were well represented in our samples, as
were leaders of all ideological stripes.

As we anticipated, Audubon affiliates and environ-
mental petitionerswereextremelyactive inenvironmental
politics. We asked which of the following seven actions (if
any) respondents had taken on an environmental or
conservation issue: attended a rally, boycotted a product,
contacted a politician, donated money, organized a pro-
test, signed a petition, or volunteered time. As Table 3a
shows, a majority of Audubon affiliates and petition sig-
natories had done at least four of the seven activities, and
over a quarter had completed at least five. Practically all
respondents in these groups had taken at least one con-
crete action in support of an environmental cause.

We also measured willingness to express environ-
mental preferences during elections by asking, “About
how often do you vote in national elections—that is, for
President, Senator, or Representative?” As Table 3b

shows, at least 86% of Audubon affiliates and petition
signatories reported voting every time, and an addi-
tional 8%saidmost of the time. Furthermore,we asked,
“Generally speaking,whendecidingwhomtovote for in
a national election, how important to you is the can-
didate’s position on environmental issues?” Among
Audubon affiliates, 51% answered that environmental
issues were essential, and an additional 37% said that
the environment was a very important voting criterion.
Petition signatories assigned an even higher political
priority to environmental issues: 65% regarded the
candidate’s environmental stance as essential, and
another 30% deemed it very important (Table 3c).

Levels of environmental activism were considerably
lower among ordinary citizens. Most had not taken any
of the seven measures we listed, and only 25% had
participated in two or more. Moreover, only half of
ordinary citizens reported voting all the time, less than
half regarded theenvironmental stancesofpoliticiansas
very important, and only 19% indicated that environ-
mental issues were essential to their vote. Our samples
enabled us to test whether ordinary citizens were more
or less responsive toVEPs thanpeoplewhoweredeeply
engaged in environmental activism.

Although we did not ask officials whether they had
boycotted products, staged protests, or engaged in other
forms of environmental activism, we did inquire about
their political and environmental experience. Table 4
shows that around two-thirds of our respondents had
beenworking in government formore than five years, and
roughlyone-thirdhadbeeninofficeformorethan15years.
The table also summarizes how officials responded to
thequestion,“Howmuchexperiencedoyouhaveworking
on environmental issues?” The median member of
our sample was moderately experienced, and 37–42%
reportedhavingeithera lotoragreatdealofexperienceon
environmental issues. More than three quarters of our
respondents were elected, andmost held positions in local
government, although the sample also included significant
shares of officials at the state and federal levels.

EFFECT OF VEPS ON ACTIVISTS
AND CITIZENS

Having described our unique samples, we now analyze
how VEPs affected support for government regulation
among activists and citizens. Figure 2 presents the
effects on Audubon affiliates (top graph) and petition
signatories (bottom graph) when we pooled all six
issues. Within each graph, the first four dots (corre-
sponding to hypothesesH10 throughH40) represent the
average effects of VEPs on support for regulation,
relative to the baseline condition in which no voluntary
actionwasmentioned.The remainingdots (corresponding
to hypotheses H50 through H80) summarize the effects of
broadVEPsconditionalonwhethercorporateeffortswere
deep or shallow, and the effects of deepVEPs conditional
on whether corporate efforts were broad or narrow. In
theseplotsandallothers, thethinhorizontal linesrepresent
95% confidence intervals. Given the large sample sizes,
nearly all effects were statistically significant at p , 0.05

17 In this article, we report weighted analyses, but the Supplementary
Material shows that our conclusions remained the same when we ran
analyses without weights.

Does Private Regulation Preempt Public Regulation?

25

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

18
00

06
79

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000679


(two-tailed). Therefore, in the discussion below, we focus
onsubstantiveeffect sizesandonlynotewhenaneffectwas
not statistically significant.

We found that voluntary corporate action sapped
support for regulation among Audubon affiliates,
especially when a broad swath of the industry partici-
pated. Broad and deep VEPs reduced support for reg-
ulations by 20 points, a substantively large change
relative to the baseline of 69 points when no corporate
action was mentioned. Broad but shallow actions were
also consequential; they depressed support for regu-
lations by 14 points, on average, across the six issues in
our experiment. The impact of shallow measures on
activists is surprising and potentially troubling. If even
shallow measures suppress the desire for regulation,
VEPs may not be as environmentally beneficial as
businesses and some scholars have suggested.

When only half the firms in an industry participated,
the effects of VEPs on Audubon affiliates were more

modest. Enthusiasm for regulations fell by only three
points when firms engaged in narrow and deep VEPs,
and dropped by only two points when firms undertook
narrow and shallow VEPs. Although both effects were
statistically significant owing to the large sample, they
represented small movements on our 100-point scale.
Overall, Audubon affiliates were far more willing to
relax their regulatory demands when all firms partici-
pated in the environmental effort than when only half
undertook voluntary environmental initiatives.18

Moreover, the effects of breadth depended on depth.
When firms in an industry were taking deep voluntary
action, support for regulation was 17 points lower if
all firms joined than if only half did. When voluntary

TABLE 2. Demographic Variables, by Sample

Activists

Mass public

Government officials

Audubon Petitioners Sample 1 Sample 2

Gender
Female 63% 60% 52% 25% 25%
Male 35 40 48 75 75
Not reported 1 0 0 0 0

Age
18–44 years 10% 12% 47% 19% 18%
45–64 years 42 43 35 50 47
65 and over 37 42 19 28 33
Not reported 10 3 0 3 2

Education
High school or less 7% 6% 42% 4% 3%
Some college 20 26 29 17 13
College degree 39 34 19 37 38
Graduate degree 34 33 10 41 45
Not reported 1 0 0 0 0

Race
White 91% 88% 79% 85% 88%
Black 1 3 12 4 4
Latino 2 4 15 4 3
Asian 1 2 6 2 2
Other 6 7 1 5 5
Not reported 4 2 0 2 1

Political party
Democrat 47% 62% 32% 35% 36%
Independent 31 27 39 21 22
Republican 11 2 23 40 38
Other 7 8 6 3 4
Not reported 4 1 0 1 0

Ideology
Very liberal 26% 48% 10% 10% 11%
Somewhat liberal 30 30 13 16 17
Moderate, middle of the road 21 14 36 30 29
Somewhat conservative 13 3 21 30 28
Very conservative 5 1 13 12 13
Not sure/not reported 5 4 7 2 1

Note: Sample sizes were 2,374 for Audubon affiliates; 1,722 for petition signatories; 1,708 for the mass public; and 923 and 608 for
government officials. Percentages for race sum to more than 100% because respondents could check more than one racial category.

18 In our experiment, respondents saw the narrow treatment followed by
the broad treatment, or vice versa (see Figure 1). Juxtaposing these two
treatmentsmayhaveaccentuated their differences.As a robustness check,
we analyzed data based only on the first treatment the respondents saw.
The results were similar (see the Supplementary Material).
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action was shallow, however, breadth proved less con-
sequential: moving from narrow to broad participation
reduced regulatory sentiment by 12 points, rather than
17. These conditional effects, with confidence intervals,
appear in Figure 2 under the labels “Effect of breadth: if
deep,” and “Effect of breadth: if shallow.”

Likewise, the effects of depth depended on breadth.
When all members of an industry were undertaking vol-
untaryaction, the regulatory impulsewas sixpointsweaker
if efforts were deep than if they were shallow. When only
half the firms were acting voluntarily, though, respondents
did not perceive deep action as significantly better than
shallow action; the effect of depth given narrowVEPs was
only one point and statistically insignificant.

We replicated these findings with a different sample
of environmental activists, who had signed an environ-
mental petition to Congress (bottom half of Figure 2).
Among petitioners, baseline support for regulation was
76 out of 100 when we presented environmental issues
without mentioning autonomous corporate action.
Comparedtothisbaseline,enthusiasmfor regulationwas
18 points lower when firms displayed broad and deep
voluntary initiatives and 11 points lower when firms
displayed broad but shallow voluntary initiatives.Again,
the influence of even shallow measures on activists
exposes the environmental downsides of VEPs.

TABLE 3. Environmental Activism, by Sample

Audubon affiliates Petition signatories Mass public

Frequency Cumulative Frequency Cumulative Frequency Cumulative

(a) Number of environmental actions
All seven 3% 3% 3% 3% 0% 0%
Six 10 13 10 13 0 1
Five 15 28 14 27 2 2
Four 24 52 30 58 4 6
Three 20 72 23 80 9 15
Two 13 86 12 92 11 25
One 9 94 6 99 18 44
None 5 99 1 100 56 100
Not reported 1 100 0 100 0 100

(b) Frequency of voter turnout
Every time 86% 86% 87% 87% 50% 50%
Most of the time 8 93 8 95 18 68
About half of the time 1 94 1 95 6 74
Less than half the time 0 95 1 96 5 79
Rarely or never 3 98 3 99 18 97
Not sure/not reported 2 100 1 100 3 100

(c) Importance of environment when voting
Essential 51% 51% 65% 65% 19% 19%
Very important 37 88 30 95 31 49
Somewhat important 8 96 4 99 26 76
Slightly important 1 97 0 99 12 87
Not important at all 0 98 0 99 5 93
Not sure/not reported 2 100 1 100 7 100

Note: Table 3a shows how many of the following a respondent had done on an environmental issue: attended a rally, boycotted a product,
contactedapolitician, donatedmoney, organizedaprotest, signedapetition, or volunteered time.Table3bpresentsanswers to thequestion,
“About how often do you vote in national elections—that is, for President, Senator, or Representative?” Table 3c shows answers to the
question, “Generally speaking, when deciding whom to vote for in a national election, how important to you is the candidate’s position on
environmental issues?” N 5 2,374 for Audubon affiliates, 1,722 for petition signatories, and 1,708 for the mass public.

TABLE 4. Political Experience of Government
Officials

Sample 1 Sample 2

Years in government
21 or more 22% 22%
16 to 20 11 10
11 to 15 14 12
6 to 10 21 19
0 to 5 31 36
Not reported 1 1

Environmental experience
Great deal 11% 7%
A lot 31 30
Moderate amount 33 39
A little 13 15
None 11 9
Not reported 1 0

Level of government
Federal 11% 6%
State 13 14
Local 76 80

Elected or not
Elected 81% 76%
Not Elected 19 24

Note: N 5 923 for sample 1 and 608 for sample 2.
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Petitioners, much like Audubon affiliates, were less
impressed byVEPs that engagedonly half thefirms in an
industry. Narrow but deep actions moved the regulatory
needle by only one point, a statistically insignificant and
substantively miniscule shift. Moreover, the effect of
narrow and shallow activities was approximately zero
and statistically insignificant.

Finally, our study of petitioners confirmed that the
effects of breadth depended on depth, and vice versa.
Themarginal effect of breadthwas 17 points given deep
initiatives, compared with 11 points given shallow ini-
tiatives. Likewise, respondents perceived a bigger dif-
ference between deep and shallow behavior when
efforts involved the entire industry (seven points) than
when efforts were confined to only half the industry
(only one point and statistically insignificant).

In summary, our studies of Audubon affiliates and
petition signatories showed that voluntary corporate
action reduced support for government regulation among
activists, especiallywhennearlyallmembersof an industry
joined the voluntary effort. This finding was not pre-
ordained. As emphasized earlier, activists could have
respondedwith indifference,or theycouldhavedemanded
even stricter standards in the wake of corporate action.

Would themass public respondsimilarly?Tofindout,
we administered the same experiment to a repre-
sentative sample of adults in theUnited States. Figure 3

presents our findings, again averaging across all six
environmental issues. When we did not mention vol-
untary corporate action, support for regulations was 50
points out of 100, lower than the baseline rate among the
activist samples. Relative to this baseline, regulatory
sentiment fell by 10–11 points when voluntary corporate
environmentalism was broad, versus only 2–3 points
when voluntary corporate environmentalism was nar-
row.Inthis fundamentalsense,ordinarycitizensbehaved
like activists: reacting strongly when all firms pitched in
but barely budging when only half contributed.

In two ways, however, the responses of ordinary
citizens differed from those of activists. First, ordinary
citizens did not perceive a distinction between deep and
shallow VEPs; they reacted just as favorably to minor
changes as to major ones.19 Thus, corporations could
use even minor measures to alter public preferences,
thereby thwarting government regulations that might
have done more to protect the environment. Second,
ordinary citizens were less responsive to treatment.
Broad and deep voluntary initiatives moved public
opinion by only 10 points, for example, but the same
corporate actions shifted activist opinion by 18–20
points.20 Overall, though, our experiments confirmed

FIGURE 2. Effects of VEPs on Environmental
Activists

Note: Effects are defined as changes in support for regulations on
a 100-point scale, relative to a baseline score when no VEP was
mentioned. The baseline score was 69 for Audubon affiliates and
76 for petition signers. The Audubon graph is based on 21,214
observations, and the petitioners’ graph is based on 15,440
observations. The Bonferroni method was used to adjust
confidence intervals for multiple comparisons.

FIGURE 3. Effects of VEPs on the Mass Public

Note: Effects are defined as changes in support for regulations,
relative to a baseline score of 50 when no VEP was mentioned.
The graph is based on 10,242 observations, distributed equally
across six environmental issues. The Bonferroni method was
used to adjust confidence intervals for multiple comparisons.

19 The differences between deep and shallow VEPs in Figure 3 were
small and statistically insignificant. This null finding was not due to
public skepticismabout the credibilityof deepVEPs. If citizensdidnot
think the VEPs were credible, neither deep nor shallow VEPs would
have affected support for regulations. To the contrary, when partic-
ipationwas broad, both deep and shallowVEPs substantially reduced
support for regulations, compared to the baseline condition that did
not involve any VEPs. This suggests that respondents viewed both
deep and shallow VEPs as credible.
20 To somereaders, thisfindingmayseemsurprising. If environmental
activists have stronger prior opinions than ordinary citizens and/or
more skeptical views about corporations, onemight expect that VEPs
would have a smaller effect on activists than on the mass public. To
other readers, the finding will seem predictable. Given their knowl-
edge and sophistication, activistsmayhave abetter capacity toprocess
informationabout thebreadthanddepthofVEPs.Moreover,baseline
support for regulation is much higher among activists, creating more
room for change. Finally, it is worth emphasizing that, even after
exposure to VEPs, support for regulation remained higher among
activists than among the mass public.
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that VEPs lowered support for regulation among both
ordinary citizens and environmental activists, while also
revealing differences in the responsiveness of the two
groups.

Having pooled data from all six issues to infer the
average effects of VEPs on support for regulation, we
now explore whether the effects differ by issue.21 The
left panel of Figure 4 shows the responses of Audubon
affiliates.22Regardless ofwhether the scenario involved
bluefin tuna, car fuel efficiency, genetically modified
foods, neonicotinoid insecticides, plastic packaging, or
wind turbines, broad VEPs reduced support for gov-
ernment regulations. The effects were larger for some
issues thanforothers,butbroadanddeepvoluntaryaction
alwaysmovedattitudesbyat least 13points, andonhalf of
the issues the estimated effects exceeded 20 points. Broad
but shallow efforts also proved consequential, albeit to a
lesser degree: theymoved thedependent variable by 8–19
points, depending on the issue.

The effects of narrow VEPs were small by compar-
ison, typically changing the opinions of Audubon
affiliates by only 2–3 points on the 100-point scale.
Moreover, on one issue, wind turbines, narrow and
shallow voluntary action efforts apparently backfired,
making Audubon affiliates more willing to ban wind

turbines in the migratory pathway of birds. As we will
see, this finding was not a fluke: it recurred when we
surveyed petition signatories and members of the mass
public.23

The middle panel of Figure 4 summarizes the
responses of people who signed our online petition.24

The patterns were similar to ones we observed with
Audubon affiliates. Broad and deep initiatives moved
the attitudes of petitioners by 9–24 points; broad but
shallow initiatives shifted their preferences by 7–16
points; andnarrowvoluntary initiatives typically didnot
matter one way or the other. The one exception was
wind turbines, where narrow action inspired activists to
demandeven tougher government regulations.Overall,
though, broad VEPs influenced the attitudes of envi-
ronmental activists, whereas narrow VEPs did not.

Finally, the right side of Figure 4 presents the reac-
tions of ordinary citizens.25Onmost issues, broadVEPs
provedmorepotent thannarrowVEPs in theeyesof the
mass public. The main exception involved wind tur-
bines, where broad VEPs failed to placate citizens and
narrow but deep voluntary actions again backfired.

FIGURE 4. Effects of VEPs on Activists and the Mass Public, by Issue

Note: Effects were calculated relative to baselines in which no VEP was mentioned.

21 All subgroupanalyses in thisarticleareexploratory.Wedonothave
strong theoretical expectations about whether the treatment effects
should be larger for some issues or political subgroups than for others.
Rather, we view the analyses as robustness checks to ensure that the
effects are not confined to a single issue or subpopulation.
22 Among Audubon affiliates, baseline levels of support for regu-
lations were 77 for bluefin tuna (N5 3,600); 70 for car fuel efficiency
(N 5 3,499); 65 for genetically modified foods (N 5 3,431); 76 for
neonicotinoid insecticides (N5 3,509); 64 for plastic packaging (N5
3,633); and 61 for wind turbines (N 5 3,542).

23 Wind turbines may have been an anomalous issue because two
environmental goals—wildlife protection and the use of renewable
energy—were in conflict.
24 Among petition signatories, baseline levels of support for regu-
lations were 86 for bluefin tuna (N5 2,526); 82 for car fuel efficiency
(N 5 2,500); 83 for genetically modified foods (N 5 2,658); 88 for
neonic insecticides (N5 2,626); 75 for plastic packaging (N5 2,572);
and 41 for wind turbines (N 5 2,558).
25 Among members of the mass public, baseline levels of support for
regulations were 53 for bluefin tuna (N 5 1,677); 57 for car fuel
efficiency (N5 1,656); 60 for genetically modified foods (N5 1,698);
55 for neonic insecticides (N 5 1,737); 44 for plastic packaging (N 5
1,716); and 34 for wind turbines (N 5 1,764).
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Moreover, on nearly all issues, ordinary citizens per-
ceivedno significant differencebetweendeep initiatives
and shallow ones. In general, then, the main inferences
we obtained when pooling the data also held when we
analyzed each issue separately.

Having found that VEPs sapped support for regu-
lationacross a rangeof issues,weprobed thebehaviorof
political subgroups. To conserve space and maximize
statistical power, we focus on Audubon affiliates, the
largest of our samples.26 First, we tested whether the
reactions of environmental activists varied by political
party affiliation. Second, we tested whether sensitivity
to VEPs depended on whether respondents said that
environmental issues were essential, very important, or
not so important for their voting decisions. Finally, to
condition on the respondent’s level of environmental
activism, we distinguished people who had engaged in
four or more environmental activities versus those who
had completed fewer than four activities. With few
exceptions, theeffectsofVEPswere similar across these
subgroups (Figure 5). Moreover, to the extent that

differences existed, VEPs were more effective at
swaying respondents who prioritized the environment
when voting or engaged in a relatively high number of
environmental actions.

EFFECT OF VEPS ON GOVERNMENT
OFFICIALS

Having shownhowVEPs affected the policy preferences
of environmental activists and ordinary citizens, we now
consider the responsesofgovernmentofficials.AsFigure
6 shows, support for government regulations fell by 11
points in response to broad and deep VEPs, and by nine
points in response to broad but shallow VEPs. It is
noteworthy that shallow initiatives swayed even gov-
ernment officials. Thus, through minor measures, cor-
porations could successfully alter the preferences of the
political actors most directly responsible for crafting and
implementing environmental policies. Overall, Figure 6
is similar to Figure 3, implying that government officials
responded much like members of the mass public.

For additional insight, we disaggregated our sample
of government officials by political subgroup (Figure 7).
Reinforcing our findings from other samples, broad
voluntary corporate initiatives reduced the desire for
government regulations, regardless of the respondent’s
political experience, environmental experience, party
affiliation, ideology, level of government, and status as
an elected versus appointed public official. The sole
exception is that Democratic and liberal officials were
especially susceptible to “broad and deep” VEPs. This
pattern is consistent with Werner (2015), who found
that the sociopolitical reputations of firms had a greater
effect on access toDemocratic politicians thanonaccess
to Republican politicians.27

FIGURE 5. Effects of VEPs on Audubon
Affiliates, by Political Subgroup

FIGURE 6. Effects of VEPs on Government
Officials

Note: Effects are defined as changes in support for regulations,
relative to a baseline score of 39 when no VEP was mentioned.
The graph is based on 7,083 observations, distributed equally
across six environmental issues. The Bonferroni method was
used to adjust confidence intervals for multiple comparisons.

26 The Supplementary Material presents the effects by political
subgroup for petition signatories and the mass public.

27 We also examined the effects of VEPs by environmental issue. As
with our samples of activists and the mass public, we generally found
that the treatment effects didnot varyby issue area,with the exception
of the regulation of wind turbines (see the Supplementary Material).
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The experiments presented in this article com-
pared two levels of breadth: 50% and 100% par-
ticipation by firms in an industry. We found that
programs with 50% participation had little effect on
regulatory preferences, whereas programs with
100% participation greatly reduced support for

regulation. These findings raise a question: how
widespread must participation be in order for self-
regulation to dampen support for government reg-
ulations? To find out, we conducted a follow-up
experiment with a fresh sample of 608 government
officials.

FIGURE 7. Effects of VEPs on Government Officials, by Political Subgroup
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The follow-up experiment covered four environ-
mental issues: bluefin tuna, car fuel efficiency, neonic
insecticides, and plastic packaging. The design was
similar to Figure 1, except we only included deepVEPs.
On each issue, we measured support for regulations
without mentioning voluntary programs. We then
randomly assigned each person to consider two levels
of breadth out of five possible treatment levels: 50%
participation by firms (the “narrow” treatment in our
previous studies); 55% participation (a little more
than half); 75% participation (the midpoint between
the two levels in theoriginal study); 95%participation
(nearly all firms participating); and 100% partic-
ipation (the “broad” treatment in our previous
studies).

Figure 8 shows that support for regulations declined
as participation broadened, but the relationship
exhibited some interesting nonlinearities. Full par-
ticipation clearly had the largest effect on attitudes
toward regulation, a 13-percentage point reduction in
support relative to the baseline. This effect was
statistically significantly lower than any other treat-
ment condition, including the one where 95% of firms
voluntarily regulated their behavior. Hence, it
appears that government officials view full partic-
ipation as the best substitute for public regulation. At
the other extreme, we found no significant difference
in preferences when 50% versus 55% of firms par-
ticipated. Aside from the full participation condition,
the effect of breadth appears to be generally linear;
the effect of 75% participation (five percentage
points) is roughly between the effects of the 55% and
95% conditions (one and eight percentage points,
respectively).

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Table 5 summarizes our tests of the eight hypotheses
from the section entitled “Experimental Design and
Statistical Model.” The first four rows indicate that
broad VEPs reduced support for government regu-
lations, but narrow VEPs did little to change attitudes.
Hence, in our experiments, breadth proved more
important than depth.

The last four rows assess whether breadth and depth
interacted. As rows five and six show, broad reforms
were more potent than narrow reforms, regardless of
whether VEPs were deep or shallow. The patterns in
rows seven and eight were more mixed. When VEPs
were broad, Audubon affiliates and petition sig-
natories distinguished deep reforms from shallow
ones, but ordinary citizens and government officials
did not. When VEPs were narrow, all groups
responded equivalently to deep and shallow reforms.
Thus,with fewexceptions, the results of our hypothesis
tests were consistent across the stakeholder
populations.

FIGURE 8. Effects of VEPs on Government
Officials, by Breadth of Participation

Note: Effects are defined as changes in support for regulations,
relative to a baseline score of 45 when no VEPwasmentioned.
The graph is based on 4,863 observations, distributed equally
across four environmental issues and five levels of breadth.

TABLE 5. Summary of Hypothesis Tests

Null hypotheses Audubon affiliates
Petition

signatories Mass public
Government

officials

H10: Broad and deep VEPs have no effect Reject Reject Reject Reject
H20: Broad and shallow VEPs have no effect Reject Reject Reject Reject
H30: Narrow and deep VEPs have no effect Reject but small effect Can’t reject Can’t reject Can’t reject
H40: Narrow and shallow VEPs have no effect Reject but small effect Can’t reject Reject but small

effect
Can’t reject

H50: Breadth has no effect when VEPs are deep Reject Reject Reject Reject
H60: Breadth has no effect when VEPs are shallow Reject Reject Reject Reject
H70: Depth has no effect when VEPs are broad Reject Reject Can’t reject Can’t reject
H80: Depth has no effect when VEPs are narrow Can’t reject Can’t reject Can’t reject Can’t reject
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PREFERENCE AGGREGATION AND
IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WELFARE

As noted earlier, regulatory policy is a product of a
democratic process that aggregates the preferences of
government officials, interest groups, and the mass

public. Having conducted experiments on all three
groups, we can now estimate howVEPsmight affect the
likelihood of government regulations, conditional on
the power of each group.

Let each group’s share of total power be a percentage
from 0 to 100, with shares summing to 100. The equi-
lateral triangles (ternary plots) in Figure 9 convey this

FIGURE 9. Support for Regulation, Conditional on VEPs and the Power of Key Groups
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idea graphically. Each pointwithin a triangle represents
a potential configuration of political power.28 The solid
Y-lines within each triangle divide the space into three
equal regions, each with a different dominant group.
Activists dominate in the top region, the public domi-
nates in the lower right, and government officials
dominate in the lower left. The center of the triangle,
where the solid lines meet, represents a scenario in
which each group has equal (33.3%) clout.

Based on data from our experiments, we shaded the
regions in which weighted support for regulation was
greater than 50 on the scale from 0 to 100. Mathe-
matically, the shaded regions satisfywasa1wpsp1wgsg

. 50, where the weights wa, wp, and wg represent the
proportions of political power wielded by activists,
the public, and government officials, respectively, and
the factors sa, sp, and sg represent the average support
for regulation we observed within each group. Intui-
tively, the shaded regions represent configurations of
political power for which the pro-regulatory forces
outweigh the anti-regulatory ones.

The top triangle shows that, in the absence of VEPs,
most configurations of powerwould givepro-regulatory
forces the upper hand. Recall that baseline support for
regulation was 72 out of 100 among environmental
activists, 50 among the mass public, and 39 among
government officials.29 Given these values, nearly 68%
of the triangle is shaded. Moreover, shading extends
into all three regions, implying that regulations could
emerge regardless of whether activists, the public, or
government officials predominate.

The prospects for regulation shrink dramatically when
corporations pursue broad and deep VEPs (second tri-
angle). Less than 4%of the triangle is shaded.Moreover,
support for regulation exceeds 50 only when environ-
mental activists have at least 74% influence—and typically
more than 85% influence—on policy.30 Thus, through
broad and deepVEPs, corporations canmassively reduce
the set of political scenarios inwhichpro-regulation forces
outweigh anti-regulation ones.

The third triangle shows the prospects for regulation
given broad but shallow VEPs. Shading covers only
16% of the triangle, far less than in the no-VEP con-
dition. Furthermore, the shaded areas correspond to
scenarios in which activist power exceeds 51% and
typically stands above 72%. Thus, broad but shallow
VEPs can make government regulations extremely
unlikely. By comparison, narrow VEPs are relatively
inconsequential (bottom row of triangles).

What implications do these findings have for social
welfare? Assessing welfare is complicated; it requires
knowing the benefits and costs of regulation for firms
and consumers (see, e.g., discussions in Glachant 2005;
Maxwell, Lyon, and Hackett 2000; Denicolò 2008). In
the formal theoretic models, whether self-regulation is
Pareto-improving depends on difficult-to-observe
parameter values such as the negative externalities of
dirty technologies and interest group lobbying expen-
ditures. However, if one were solely concerned with
protecting the environment, this article offers a pessi-
mistic lesson: even shallow self-regulation can preempt
far more stringent government regulations, provided
that nearly all firms participate.

Finally, we found that activists, the public, and gov-
ernment officials differ in their baseline support for
regulation and responsiveness to VEPs. This hetero-
geneity has implications not only for the efficacy of
self-regulation but also for the design of political
institutions. For instance, in our studies, activists dis-
tinguished deep VEPs from shallow ones, but ordinary
citizens and government officials did not. This fact gives
companies an incentive to adopt superficial, toothless
reforms, especially when pandering to voters, politi-
cians, andbureaucrats.Moreover, if even shallowVEPs
can alter the preferences of ordinary citizens and gov-
ernment officials, neither direct democracy (i.e., ballot
initiatives) nor bureaucratic insulation seems likely to
maximize environmental protection.

CONCLUSIONS

The extant literature has mainly focused on how firms
use lobbyingasa strategy to securedesiredpolicies.This
article highlights a distinct source of corporate power in
politics: private regulation. This study represents the
first attempt to empirically examine how private reg-
ulation influences the policy attitudes of key stake-
holders in the policymaking process: activists, ordinary
citizens, and government officials.

Our experiments point to a clear conclusion: compa-
nies can reduce support for environmental regulationsby
voluntarily doing more than the status quo, but less than
what people might demand in the absence of self-
regulation. The findings in this article are remarkably
robust. They recur across three distinct groups and six
environmental issues, with little regard for the individ-
ual’s political affiliation, experience, or activism. Given
concerns in the social sciences about replicability (Open
Science Collaboration 2015), the consistency across
several independent samples and datasets is reassuring.

Our experiments also clarified which types of VEPs
were most consequential. Both activists and ordinary
citizens were more favorably disposed toward broad
VEPs than toward deep VEPs. Activists also perceived
a difference between deep and shallow initiatives, but
ordinary citizens did not. Moreover, even among acti-
vists, breadthwas farmore important than depth. These
findings imply that industry-wide initiatives, including
relatively shallow ones, may be highly efficient for
corporations. Such initiatives could not only yield

28 The political power of activists is zero at the base of the triangle and
increases as onemoves toward the apex. Likewise, the political weight
of the mass public is equal to the perpendicular distance from the left
side of the triangle (powerless public) to the lower right vertex
(omnipotent public). Finally, the influence of government officials is
the perpendicular distance from the right side of the triangle to the
lower left vertex.
29 For activists, we averaged the support of Audubon affiliates and
petition signatories.
30 Given broad and deep VEPs, support for regulation was 53 among
activists, 40 among thepublic, and 27amonggovernment officials. The
weighted average of these values exceeds 50 only when activists
predominate.
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cooperative equilibria in which companies agree to
compete on a level playing field but could also protect
firms from pressure by activists and the mass public.

Our findings have important implications for cor-
porate influence, government regulations, and envi-
ronmental politics. The power of business goes beyond
lobbying and is therefore larger than what much of the
political science literature has previously appreciated.
Moreover, unlike traditional modes of influence such as
lobbying and campaign contributions, corporate self-
regulation is less susceptible to reforms that might
attempt to restrict such activities. Finally, self-
regulation is a strategic option available primarily, if
not exclusively, to corporations, heightening their
power relative to competing interest groups.

There are several avenues to build upon the research
here. At a basic level, further replication of these
findings might reveal how the influence of corporate
self-regulation changes over time. For instance, during
periods of partisan gridlock or regulatory rollback,
stakeholders might view even modest voluntary ini-
tiatives by corporations as major achievements. It
would, therefore, be interesting to conduct similar
studies in periods with different levels of gridlock or
regulatory momentum.

We estimated the effects of deep versus shallow
VEPs. However, even our shallow treatments repre-
sented at least some self-regulation on the part of firms.
Future work should investigate the political con-
sequences of “greenwashing,” in which firms portray
themselves as environmentally progressive, when in
reality they have not taken any meaningful steps to
improve their environmental behavior. Similarly, firms
often engage in charity work or activism outside their
core domain (e.g., an oil company raising awareness for
breast cancer).Might these types of corporate activities
have spillovers on the environmental issues discussed in
this article?

Future research could also further explore the power
of breadth. We found that even modest action could
suppress support for regulation, provided that nearly all
firms participated. Subsequent studies could measure
the breadth of voluntary initiatives and investigate why
broad initiatives occur in some industries but not in
others. For instance, firms in some industriesmight face
a collective action problem in committing to shallow,
industry-wide VEPs. Firms may have an incentive to
defect from the cartel and engage inhigher levels of self-
regulation in order to present a positive image to
consumers and potential employees.Whereas industry-
wide VEPs are a shared resource in deflecting onerous
regulations, firms can capture private benefits in the
product and labor markets by branding themselves as
“green” via stronger VEPs. Hence, perhaps there is
heterogeneity by industry with broad but shallowVEPs
more prevalent in industries that do not face ethically
minded consumers and employees. Finally, scholars
could also investigate other operationalizations of
industry breath. We focused on the number of firms
engaged in self-regulation, but one could also present
the treatment information in terms of market share or
the participation of a leading firm with a strong brand.

Subsequent studies could also examine the credibility
of VEPs. In our experiments, respondents believed that
VEPs were credible; we found strong effects for
breadth, and sometimes observed effects for depth.
However, future studies could vary the credibility of
voluntary programs by, for example, presenting
respondents with information from neutral third-party
auditors.

Future work could also consider a wider range of
dependent variables. In this article, we studied how
VEPs affect policy preferences. It is reasonable to
assume that, if voluntary corporate action decreases
support for government regulations, it should also
decrease thewillingnessofpeople to takecostlypolitical
action to support that regulation (e.g., organizing,
protesting, and writing elected representatives). Sub-
sequent studies coulddirectly test theeffectsofVEPson
mobilization and political engagement.

Research could also investigate the possibility of
displacement. We found that, when companies took
voluntary action on an environmental issue, respond-
ents became less supportive of government regulation
on that same issue. We did not examine whether those
same respondents might therefore shift their attention
elsewhere, by calling for stiffer regulations on other
issues or another set of firms and industries. In future
work, it would be instructive to learn whether VEPs
displace mobilization to other issues, without damp-
ening the overall level of mobilization.

Although this article, has focused on the environ-
ment, both the theoretical framework and empirical
results may be applicable to other policy domains in
which firms face the threat of government regulation.
Private regulation could affect attitudes toward finan-
cial reform,31 gun control, food safety, pharmaceuticals,
and labor market policies such as the minimum wage,
gender equality, and occupational health and safety.
Given that the environment is a politically salient policy
domain that is commonly thought of in the discussion of
business regulation, it is possible that the effects of self-
regulationmay be evenmore pronounced in issue areas
that are more obscure and where attitudes are less
hardened.Finally, evenour sixenvironmental issuesare
not exhaustive of the domain; future studies could
examine other environmental policies, especially those
more directly related to climate change.

The logic should also extend to other countries. As
theUnited States is characterized by robust democratic
institutions and a strong media, the potential for cor-
porate influence may be even greater in less-developed
democracies. However, the power of self-regulation
could potentially be weaker in European countries,
where there is greater support for government

31 After the “flash crash” on May 6, 2010, when aggressive high-
frequency trading (HFT) caused theDowJones IndustrialAverage to
drop nearly 1,000 points in amatter ofminutes,many observers called
for taxes on or an outright ban of HFT. The financial industry’s self-
regulatory body, the Financial Industry Regulatory Authority
(FINRA), responded by preemptively formulating rules known as
“circuit breakers” that would halt HFT if a crash was occurring. This
modest self-regulation may have precluded much stiffer government
measures, such as banning or taxing HFT (McCarty 2017).
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regulation of business. By extending our research
designs to other policy areas and geographies, we may
gain a fuller understanding of the nature and limitations
of corporate power.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000679.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ARIQT2.
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Denicolò, Vincenzo. 2008. “A Signaling Model of Environmental
Overcompliance.” JournalofEconomicBehaviorandOrganization
68 (1): 293–303.

deVaus, DavidA. 2001.ResearchDesign in Social Research. London:
Sage.

Devinney, Timothy, Pat Auger, andGiana Eckhardt. 2010.TheMyth
of the Ethical Consumer. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Druckman, James N., and Arthur Lupia. 2000. “Preference For-
mation.” Annual Review of Political Science 3 (1): 1–24.

Druckman, James N., and Julia Valdes. Forthcoming. “How Private
Politics Alters Legislative Responsiveness.” Quarterly Journal of
Political Science.

Drutman,Lee. 2015.TheBusinessofAmerica isLobbying. NewYork:
Oxford University Press.

Fleckinger, Pierre, and Matthieu Glachant. 2011. “Negotiating a
Voluntary Agreement When Firms Self-Regulate.” Journal of
Environmental Economics and Management 62 (1): 41–52.

Fooks, Gary, Anna Gilmore, Jeff Collin, Chris Holden, and Kelley
Lee. 2013. “The Limits of Corporate Social Responsibility: Tech-
niques of Neutralization, Stakeholder Management and Political
CSR.” Journal of Business Ethics 112 (2): 283–99.

Gilbert, Ben, Alexander James, and Jason F. Shogren. 2018. “Cor-
porate Apology for Environmental Damage.” Journal of Risk and
Uncertainty 56 (1): 51–81.

Glachant,Matthieu. 2005. “VoluntaryAgreements in a Rent Seeking
Environment” In Handbook on Environmental Voluntary Agree-
ments, ed. E. Croci. Dordrecht, Holland: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 49–66.

Glachant, Matthieu. 2007. “Non-Binding Voluntary Agreements.”
Journal of Environmental Economics and Management 62 (1):
41–52.

Green, Jessica F. 2014. Rethinking Private Authority. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Hainmueller, Jens, Michael J. Hiscox, and Sandra Sequeira. 2015.
“Consumer Demand for Fair Trade: Evidence from a Multistore
Field Experiment.” Review of Economics and Statistics 97 (2):
242–56.

Hall, Peter A. 1986. Governing the Economy. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Innes, Robert, and Abdoul G. Sam. 2008. “Voluntary Pollution
Reductions and the Enforcement of Environmental Law: An
Empirical Study of the 33/50 Program.” Journal of Law and
Economics 51 (2): 271–96.

Iyengar, Shanto, and Donald R. Kinder. 1987. News that Matters.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Kinderman, Daniel. 2012. “‘Free Us up SoWe Can Be Responsible!’
The Co-Evolution of Corporate Social Responsibility and Neo-
Liberalism in the UK, 1977–2010.” Socio-Economic Review 10 (1):
29–57.

Kinderman, Daniel. 2016. “Time for a Reality Check: Is Business
Willing to Support a Smart Mix of Complementary Regulation in
Private Governance?” Policy and Society 35 (1): 29–42.

King, BraydenG., andMary-HunterMcDonnell. 2015. “GoodFirms,
Good Targets: The Relationship Between Corporate Social
Responsibility, Reputation, and Activist Targeting.” In Corporate
Social Responsibility in a Globalizing World: Toward Effective
Global CSR Frameworks, eds. K. Tsutsui and A Lim. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 430–54.

Kollman, Ken. 1998. Outside Lobbying. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Lindblom, Charles E. 1977. Politics and Markets. New York: Basic
Books.

Lutz, Stefan, Thomas P. Lyon, and John W. Maxwell. 2000. “Quality
Leadership When Regulatory Standards are Forthcoming.” Jour-
nal of Industrial Economics 48 (2): 331–48.

Lyon, Thomas P., and John W. Maxwell. 2004. Corporate Environ-
mentalism and Public Policy. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Lyon, Thomas P., and John W. Maxwell. 2011. “Greenwash: Cor-
porate Environmental Disclosure under Threat of Audit.” Journal
of Economics and Management Strategy 20 (1): 3–41.

Maxwell, John W., Thomas P. Lyon, and Steven C. Hackett. 2000.
“Self-Regulation and Social Welfare: The Political Economy
of Corporate Environmentalism.” Journal of Law and Economics
43 (2): 583–618.

Malhotra, Neil, Jon A. Krosnick, and Randall K. Thomas. 2009.
“Optimal Design of Branching Questions to Measure Bipolar
Constructs.” Public Opinion Quarterly 73 (2): 304–24.

McCarty, Nolan. 2017. “The Regulation and Self-Regulation of a
Complex Industry.” Journal of Politics 79 (4): 1220–36.

OpenScienceCollaboration.2015.“Estimating theReproducibilityof
Psychological Science.” Science 349 (6251): aac4716.

Pew Research Center. 2015. “Party Identification Trends,
1992–2014.” Accessed November 28, 2017. http://www.people-
press.org/2015/04/07/party-identification-trends-1992-2014.

Potoski, Matthew, and Aseem Prakash. 2005. “Green Clubs and
Voluntary Governance: ISO 14001 and Firms’ Regulatory

Neil Malhotra, Benoı̂t Monin, and Michael Tomz

36

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

18
00

06
79

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000679
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/ARIQT2
http://www.people-press.org/2015/04/07/party-identification-trends-1992-2014
http://www.people-press.org/2015/04/07/party-identification-trends-1992-2014
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000679


Compliance.” American Journal of Political Science 49 (2):
235–48.

Potoski, Matthew, and Aseem Prakash. 2013. “Green Clubs: Col-
lective Action and Voluntary Environmental Programs.” Annual
Review of Political Science 16: 399–419.

Prakash, Aseem. 2000a. Greening the Firm. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Prakash, Aseem. 2000b. “Responsible Care: An Assessment.”
Business & Society. 39 (2): 183–209.

Prakash, Aseem, and Matthew Potoski. 2006. The Voluntary Envi-
ronmentalists. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Prakash, Aseem, and Matthew Potoski. 2012. “Voluntary Environ-
mental Programs: A Comparative Perspective.” Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management 31 (1): 123–38.

Sam, Abdoul G. 2010. “Impact of Government-Sponsored Pollution
Prevention Practices on Environmental Compliance and
Enforcement: Evidence from a Sample of US Manufacturing
Facilities.” Journal of Regulatory Economics 37 (3): 266–86.

Schattschneider, E.E. 1960. The Semisovereign People. New York:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Schlozman, Kay Lehman, and John T. Tierney. 1986. Organized
Interests and American Democracy. New York: Harper Collins.

Smith, Mark A. 2000. American Business and Political Power. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

Urpelainen, Johannes. 2011. “Frontrunners and Laggards: The
Strategy of Environmental Regulation under Uncertainty.” Envi-
ronmental Resource Economics 50: 325–46.

Vogel, David. 2005. The Market for Virtue. Washington, D.C.:
Brookings Institution Press.

Vogel, David. 2008. “Private Global Business Regulation.” Annual
Review of Political Science 11: 261–82.

Walker, Edward T. 2014.Grassroots for Hire. NewYork: Cambridge
University Press.

Werner,Timothy. 2012.PublicForcesandPrivatePolitics inAmerican
Big Business. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Werner, Timothy. 2015. “GainingAccess by DoingGood: The Effect
of Sociopolitical Reputation of Firm Participation in Public Policy
Making.” Management Science 61 (8): 1989–2011.

Wilson, James Q. 1974. Political Organizations. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Does Private Regulation Preempt Public Regulation?

37

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

18
00

06
79

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000679

	Does Private Regulation Preempt Public Regulation?
	PREVIOUS LITERATURE AND TESTABLE HYPOTHESES
	The Overall Effect of VEPs

	EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN AND STATISTICAL MODEL
	SAMPLING PROCEDURES: ENVIRONMENTAL ACTIVISTS, MASS PUBLIC, AND GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS
	EFFECT OF VEPS ON ACTIVISTS AND CITIZENS
	EFFECT OF VEPS ON GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS
	SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
	PREFERENCE AGGREGATION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WELFARE
	CONCLUSIONS
	SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL


