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Exit Strategy: Career Concerns and Revolving Doors in Congress
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Although the majority of research on revolving-door lobbyists centers on the influence they exercise
during their postgovernment careers, relatively little attention is given to whether future career
concerns affect the behaviors of revolving-door lobbyists while they still work in government. We

argue that the revolving-door incentivizes congressional staffers to showcase their legislative skills to the
lobbyingmarket inways that affect policymaking inCongress.Using comprehensive data on congressional
staffers, we find that employing staffers who later become lobbyists is associated with higher legislative
productivity for members of Congress, especially in staffers’ final terms in Congress. It also is associated
with increases in a member’s bill sponsorship in the areas of health and commerce, the topics most fre-
quently addressed by clients in the lobbying industry, as well as granting more access to lobbying firms.
These results provide the systematic empirical evidence of pre-exit effects of the revolving-door among
congressional staff.

The lobbying industry has become a lucrative
postgovernment career choice for many US
government officials. Moreover, the number of

lobbying firms and individual lobbyists has drastically
increased over time, as the number of interest groups
and their political spending has skyrocketed (Baum-
gartner et al. 2009). This robust growth in the lobbying
industry has brought about changes to the labormarket
for members of Congress and their staff regarding their
postgovernment careers. Over time, more legislators
have chosen the lobbying profession after leaving
Congress (Lazarus, McKay, and Herbel 2016; Maske
2017) and a similar pattern has been observed among
congressional staffers (Cain and Drutman 2014; LaPira
and Thomas 2017).

As this “revolving-door” phenomenon has become
a more prominent force in American politics, most of
the extant literature has focused on whether revolving-
door lobbyists have disproportionate access to mem-
bers of Congress due to their connections, thereby
distorting representation and the policymaking process
(Hacker and Pierson 2010). Recent empirical articles
document that revolving-door lobbyists generate large

premiums in lobbying revenues from their political
connections (Blanes i Vidal, Draca, and Fons-Rosen
2012;Bertrand, Bombardini, andTrebbi 2014;McCrain
2018).

Beyond this dominant focus in the literature, one
aspect of the revolving-door phenomenon that has re-
ceived little attention is whether future career oppor-
tunities as lobbyists may influence legislative activities
while people still serve in the government. Although
there is a rich literature on how future career concerns
influence the behaviors of regulators (Laffont and
Tirole 1991; Peltzman 1976), this literature has yet to be
fully applied in the context of Congress (Egerod 2017;
Santos 2006), despite the fact that Congress is the
governmental body that produces the most revolving-
door lobbyists.

Understanding how postgovernment career oppor-
tunities affect the behaviors of policymakers is impor-
tant for assessing the normative implications of the
privatemarket for representationondemocracy, aswell
as for better assessing the role of the lobbying industry
on policy outcomes. In this article, we investigate
whether future career concerns affect the behaviors of
revolving-door congressional stafferswhile they are still
working in the government.Weargue that the existence
of the lobbying industry incentivizes congressional
staffers to exert greater effort and invest in their leg-
islative skills.However, staffers are incentivized todo so
in the issue areas of most importance to the lobbying
industry. To test these expectations, we assemble
a dataset including every employee who was a personal
or committee staffer inCongress from 2001 to 2014. For
each staffer, we identify the period during which she
worked for personal offices or congressional commit-
tees and the compensation she received from each of-
fice. We also identify 4,520 staffers who left Congress
and became lobbyists. For those who became lobbyists,
we track their lobbying activities, including thefirst year
they submitted a lobbying report and the names of their
employers.

One important limitation to using congressional staff
as subjects to identify the effect of future lobbying
careers on present legislative activities is that we cannot
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link legislative outcomes directly to staffers. Staffers’
efforts and incentives are realized through members’
legislative activities and votes. Although it is true that
staffers’ behaviors are constrained by their Congress
members’ priorities and agendas, scholars have noted
that members delegate substantial autonomy to their
staffers due to their own time constraints (Loomis 1988;
Romzek and Utter 1997). Therefore, staffers’ efforts
and inputs could have significant impacts on member-
level legislative outcomes (Montgomery and Nyhan
2017) and their perceptionsabout constituency interests
(Hertel-Fernandez, Mildenberger, and Stokes 2019).

Accordingly,weconstruct amember-level dataset for
congressional offices both in the House of Repre-
sentatives and the Senate from the 107th through the
113th Congresses. We examine a variety of outcome
variables to see whether hiring future lobbyists as
current staff is associated with behavioral changes in
congressional offices. First, we examine members’
lawmaking activities. To do so, we use Legislative Ef-
fectiveness Scores (LES), which measure members’
success inmoving significant and substantive legislation
through Congress (Volden and Wiseman 2014, 2018).
We also examine the types of bills that legislators
sponsor in Congress using the Congressional Bills
Project (Adler and Wilkerson 2017).

We find that employing a future revolving-door
staffer is associated with increased legislative pro-
ductivity, particularly in the House. Hiring revolving-
door staffers correlates with higher LES of members
and total numbers of bills sponsored from a member’s
office. Importantly, we find that not only does hiring
a revolving-door staffer increase legislativeproductivity
overall but also that staffers appear to increase their
member’s legislative productivity over and above their
already heightened levels in the staffers’ final terms of
work in Congress. This suggests that staffers strategi-
cally attempt to showcase their legislative skills more
visibly immediately before they exit Congress. We also
find that employing a future revolving-door staffer is
positively associated with bill sponsorship in the issue
areas of health, the environment, and domestic com-
merce, suggesting that staffers who later become lob-
byists may direct their efforts toward the most popular
issues for the lobbying industry (Zheng 2015).

Moreover, through a variety of robustness checks, we
rule out a number of alternative hypotheses and
interpretations of our findings. First, by exploiting
quasi-exogenous variation in the ability of staffers to
strategically exit Congress due to the deaths or un-
expected defeats of their member in elections, we show
that the “last-term” effect is only observable for staffers
who had greater control over their exits fromCongress.
Second, we estimate staffer-specific fixed effects by
exploiting stafferswhomovebetweenmembers’offices.
This analysis bolsters our claims that the increased
productivity we observe is systematically related to
revolving-door staffer effort and not to other member-
level factors. We also show that these relationships are
not the result of member-staffer matching, where
members who are already more productive or more
institutionally advantaged hire staffers who later

became lobbyists. In addition, we demonstrate that
preexisting connections between amember’s office and
the lobbying industry through alumni staffers do not
drive the results.

In addition to legislative outcomes, we also test for
changes in the access-granting habits of congressional
offices. Using data from the Foreign Agents Registra-
tion Act (FARA) from 2007 through 2010, we find that
congressional offices with future revolving-door lob-
byists as current employees tend to grantmore access to
lobbyingfirms that are theprospective futureemployers
of the departing staffers. This effect is also most con-
sistently observed for personal staff members who later
started their lobbying careers in a lobbying firm as
opposed to working for an organization as an in-house
lobbyist. Importantly, we find that the increased num-
ber of meetings between a congressional office and
lobbying firms is mainly driven by contacts with the
staffers themselves as opposed to direct contacts with
members of Congress. We argue that this is best un-
derstood as a measurable mechanism of our theory of
the impact of career concerns. Staffers can attract the
attention of and showcase their skills to lobbying firms
through frequent interactions with them, all while
gaining valuable but potentially biased policy relevant
information for their Congress member.

Our results present a more nuanced and complex
picture of the overall impact of the revolving door on
congressional policymaking. The revolving door
incentivizes staffers to exert greater legislative effort
and increase their bosses’ overall legislative pro-
ductivity. These effects are mostly positive for con-
gressional capacity and lawmaking. However, the
revolving door also incentivizes staffers to grant greater
access to particular sets of interest groups through
meetingswith lobbyingfirmsand todevelopexpertise in
the issues of most interest to lobbying firms. In this way,
the revolving door may cause the prioritization of the
issuesofmost interest tofirms,while leavingother issues
ignored (Cotton and Déllis 2016).

The policy implications of this research are broadly
applicable in all areas where governments consider
regulating revolving doors. In the US, 38 states set
specific ethics laws regulating mandatory waiting
periods before former politicians and bureaucrats may
engage in lobbying activities.1 Additionally, important
revolving-door relationships between central bankers
and financial ministers are common in OECD coun-
tries (Wirsching 2018), with many countries adopting
regulations on postgovernment employment to avoid
corruption risks. However, some argue that stricter
bans on revolving doors could be harmful to society
because the interchange of skills and experience be-
tween the public and private sectors can be beneficial.
Our findings highlight yet another potential trade-off:
career concerns affect government officials’ incentives in
potentially positiveways.Understanding this is important

1 http://www.ncsl.org/research/ethics/50-state-table-revolving-door-
prohibitions.aspx (accessed on March 15, 2019).
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for designing more efficient regulations on revolving
doors.

CONGRESSIONAL STAFF AND THEIR
CAREER CONCERNS

Congressional staff members play a vital role in
policymaking in Congress (Salisbury and Shepsle
1981; Loomis 1988;Romzek andUtter 1997). Because
of the significant increase in congressional workloads
(Curry 2015) and perpetual need for fundraising and
campaigning during congressional sessions (Lee
2016), members’ time for policymaking has become
more scarce (Groll and Ellis 2017). Despite these
challenges, the number of congressional staffers has
been declining since the early 1990s.2 At the same
time, congressional staffers’ wages have been stag-
nant or even have declined in real terms (Petersen
et al. 2015). In contrast, lobbying firms have begun to
pay significantly more to former congressional staff
members (Birnbaum 2005; Drutman and Furnas
2014). Given the stark difference in wages between
lobbying firms and Congress and the value given to
staffers’ skills by the lobbying industry, it is not sur-
prising that increasing numbers of former congres-
sional staffers exited through the “revolving door”
and sought lobbying careers over the last decade
(Drutman 2012).

The emergence of the lobbying industry and the
“revolving-door” phenomenon generates two pri-
mary concerns for policymaking. First, the existence
of a market for representation imposes challenges
to providing fair opportunities for groups to be rep-
resented in the policymaking process. Along these
lines, the media and the public often interpret the
fact that lobbyists with personal or political con-
nections generate more revenues (Blanes i Vidal,
Draca, and Fons-Rosen 2012) as evidence of cor-
ruption. However, given that connected lobbyists
often tend to have more issue expertise or knowledge
of political processes, these higher revenues could
also be an indication that connected lobbyists provide
valuable information to members through better
verification of information or screening of which in-
terest groups to present tomembers (Ainsworth 1993;
Groll and Ellis 2014; Hirsch et al. 2019). Addition-
ally, connected lobbyists may more efficiently gather
political information than their nonconnected
peers (Hall and Lorenz 2018). Moreover, simple
explanations about “connections” mask the fact that
revolving-door lobbyists offer political process
knowledge, which has become increasingly valuable
as Washington politics has become more turbulent

(LaPira and Thomas 2017). In this way, connected
lobbyists also could be valued for reasons beyond
simple relationships.

A second and much less understood concern re-
garding the rise of the revolving-door phenomenon is
that the career concerns of congressional staffers
could influence their behaviors while they still serve in
the government. Regulatory capture scholars argue
that policy distortion (i.e., giving favors to regulated
firms) can occur while regulators serve in the gov-
ernment due to their career concerns in expectation of
rewards such as future job opportunities in regulated
firms (Dal Bó 2006; Stigler 1971). Indeed, journalists
often credit more pernicious versions of these ex ante
career effects for the questionable ratings and en-
forcement practices of financial regulators prior to the
Great Recession (Chan 2011). We think such direct
favors are difficult to imagine in the context of Con-
gress. Whereas an individual regulator may have
discretion to grant more patents to a specific firm
(Tabakovic and Wollmann 2018) or write regulations
in a way that benefits a particular actor (Cornaggia,
Cornaggia, and Xia 2016), the collective nature of
congressional decision-making limits the potential for
this kind of behavior.

In addition, the constraints that congressional
staffers face and the types of discretion staffers enjoy
might prevent direct quid-pro-quo types of behaviors.
Congressional staffers, despite being influential and
having some degree of autonomy in their activities
(Loomis 1988; Romzek and Utter 1997; Whiteman
1995), are not free agents. Although it is true thatmost
individual member’s attention to policymaking has
declined as a result of the electoral environment and
other factors (Curry 2015; Groll and Ellis 2017; Lee
2016), which has increased staffers’ ability to engage in
entrepreneurial behavior and affect policymaking
(Montgomery and Nyhan 2017), members’ reelection
incentives certainly increase their interest in assuring
that policy appearing to give favors to a specific in-
terest group or a lobbying firm is not pursued in their
name.

Because of these structural constraints and the lim-
ited nature of discretion that congressional staffers
have,we argue that the impact of career concerns on the
behaviors of congressional staff occurs primarily
through the decisions staffers make about the issues on
which they invest their time and the amount of effort
they exert in the policymaking process. In this way, the
existence of a potentially lucrative postgovernment
career as a lobbyist incentivizes staffers to exert more
effort to enhance their qualifications and increase their
market value (Che 1995).

Additionally, because the lobbying market rewards
political-processknowledge(LaPiraandThomas2017),
staffers must seek out visible opportunities to display
their legislative acumen. Nowhere is this skill more
visible and valuable than in demonstrating an ability to
get legislation through the legislative process. As a re-
sult, we might expect staffers who are considering
postgovernment careers in the lobbying industry to
exert more effort to improve the overall legislative

2 Figure A.1 in the Online Appendix shows the number of staff
working in Congress over time. The number of staff employed in
theHouse is currently 12% lower than it was in 1979. In particular, the
numberof staffworking in policymaking roles has decreasedwhile the
number of those working in congressional districts for constituency
services has increased over time (Baumgartner and Jones 2015;
Petersen, Reynolds, and Wilhelm 2010).
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productivity of their bosses and increase overall bill
sponsorship activities.3 This seems especially likely to
occur in the time period immediately prior to staffers’
exit from Congress, when staffers have greater stra-
tegic incentives to market their skills to the lobbying
industry.

H1: Hiring a future revolving-door staffer should be
associated with increases in member legislative effec-
tiveness and bill sponsorship activity. We expect this
effect ismore pronounced for staffers who are in their last
terms of working for Congress.

Importantly, however, it is likely that the kinds of
legislativeactivities inwhichthestafferschoosetoengage
or the direction of their increased effort and productivity
may be biased toward specific interest groups or future
employers (Zheng 2015). Indeed, interest group scholars
have long noted that how congressional personnel
choose to spend their time and effort is an importantway
in which interest groups can influence the policymaking
process (Hall andWayman 1990). As a result, increased
productivity may be slanted toward particular interests.
For example, given that there are more lobbying clients
who care about issues concerning health or commerce
than those who care about social welfare (Baumgartner
et al. 2009), increased policy effort could lead to more
legislative activity in policy areas of most concern to
lobbying interests. As a result, increased effort—pre-
sumably a net positive for congressional law-
making—may slant congressional activity in the favor of
well-resourced interests.

H2: Hiring a future revolving-door staffer should be
associated with increases in bill sponsorship in issues
where lobbying demand is higher.

Beyond lawmaking, staffers interested in the lobbying
market ought to seek opportunities to promote their
visibility to interest groups and lobbying firms. A key
mechanism by which they can do this is their level of
interactions with interest groups and lobbying firms.
Interest groups collect information on issues of concern
to them and they have incentives to disseminate this
information to policymakers (Austen-Smith 1993;
Lohmann 1995; Schnakenberg 2017; Wright 1990). In-
terest groups also provide other types of legislative
subsidies, suchas timeand labor, toresource-constrained
legislators. These subsidies help legislators achieve their
policy goals (Hall and Deadorff 2006). In this way, the
lobbying industry not only helps its clients but also
provides a valuable resource to Congress.

The primary manner in which these benefits (i.e.,
information) reach members of Congress is through
congressional staff. This affords career-minded staff-
ers a vital opportunity to directly signal their worth to
the lobbying market. As a result, career concerns may
incentivize congressional staffers to grant lobbying
firms more access to a member’s office not only to
improve their job performance as congressional
staffers but also to improve their marketability for the
lobbying sector. Here, interest groups and congres-
sional staffers engage in behaviors that are mutually
beneficial.

H3: Congressional offices with more future revolving-
door staffers should have more interactions with lob-
bying firms.

DATA AND STYLIZED FACTS

To test these expectations, we start with the list of all
congressional staffers who were enrolled in the payroll
system in the US Congress between 2001 and 2014.
Congress publishes a quarterly statement of disburse-
ments (SODs) that reports all receipts and expenditures
for congressional members, committees, and other
officeswithinCongress.4 Congress began posting SODs
online in 2009 in PDF format; raw data from previous
years are not accessible online. Fortunately, Legistorm,
an online service providing information about the ca-
reer histories of congressional staff, assembles con-
gressional staff salary data from the official records of
the House and Senate. Additionally, Legistorm sup-
plements the salary data with biographical information
for staffers from available sources such as LinkedIn
pages.5

We purchased congressional staff data from Legi-
storm, which includes the name and title of each
staffer, the name of the congressional office in which
she worked, the pay period, and the salary paid during
that period.We drop staffers if they were interns, part-
time or temporary employees, shared employees, or
drivers (based on their staff titles) to measure the
number of full-time employees in congressional offices.
We also drop the staffers whose total number of days
worked per Congress totaled less than 6 months. We
aggregate the total salarypaidtoastaffer fromeachoffice
by Congress.

Next, we identify staffers-turned-lobbyists from the
list of lobbyists provided by lobbying disclosure reports
filed with the Secretary of the Senate’s Office of Public
Records (SOPR) and compiled by the Center for Re-
sponsive Politics.6We examine the lobbying reports for
the period between 1998 and 2016. If a lobbyist pre-
viously worked for the government in any type of po-
sition, the list includes a description of that position.

3 Somereadersmayhaveconcerns that staffers’pursuit of self-interest
could negatively affect the member’s reelection effort or their policy
goals.However,most congressional stafferswork formembersof their
own party and often share similar policy views as their congressional
bosses (Kingdon 1989), likely reducing the level of policy differences
in themember-staffer dyad.As a result, staffers have leeway to pursue
their own interests in ways that ought not draw the ire of their bosses.
Instead, the career incentives of staffers provide a positive externality
to members, where they benefit from the increased effort and pro-
ductivity of their staff, all while gaining valuable information from
lobbying firms and having increased freedom to focus on reelection
efforts.

4 https://disbursements.house.gov/archive.shtml (accessed on March
12, 2019).
5 For example, we have educational attainment information for 35%
of the staffers in the payment directory.
6 Data source: https://www.OpenSecrets.org/lobby/.
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Among those descriptions, we select lobbyists with
congressional career histories including experience as
both personal and committee staff employees in the
Houseand/orSenate.WeuseLegistormtofindconnected
politicians for each lobbyist.7 For each politician–lobbyist
pair, we collect information on the year a lobbyist began
working in a Congress member’s office and the last year
that a person worked in that member’s office. This allows
us to calculate howmany future revolving-door lobbyists
worked in a member’s office in a given year.8

For eachex-staff-turned-lobbyist in ourfinal sample,
we found information about their lobbying activities.
Specifically, we collected the first year that a lobbyist
appeared in the lobbying data. There were 4,697
unique lobbyists who had prior work experience in

Congress and submitted at least one lobbying report
between 1998 and 2016; 4,520 lobbyists appeared in the
staff data between 2001 and 2014.9 Around 82% of ex-
staff-turned-lobbyists worked exclusively as personal
staff for aCongressmember; 10%workedexclusively on
congressional committees. The remaining 8% worked
both in members’ personal offices and on committees.10

Figure 1 displays thenumber of ex-staff-turned-lobbyists
in each year in terms of the first year they submitted a lob-
byingreport.Wedividethepersonal staffers intoDemocrats
and Republicans based on the party of the member they
servedduring their tenure inCongress andpresent separate
graphs on their first year in lobbying by party.

Asignificant increase in2007 isnoticeableandseveral
factors explain this pattern. First, Congress passed the
Honest Leadership and Open Government Act
(HLOGA) in 2007; the law prohibited ex-staff-turned-
lobbyists from contacting their former offices or com-
mittees in the House, and any offices in the Senate for
a certain period of time (Cain and Drutman 2014).11

FIGURE 1. Number of Congressional Staffers-Turned-Lobbyists, 1998–2016

Notes: This graph shows the number of congressional staff-turned-lobbyists who submitted their first lobbying report in each year. The solid
line indicates the trend among staffers of Democratic members and the dashed line indicates the trend among staffers of Republican
members. Source: OpenSecrets.org.

7 We acknowledge that there were some ex-staffers who did not
register as lobbyists, although they were required to do so (Thomas
andLaPira 2017). For those ex-staffers, we have no information about
when they started lobbying or the clients they represented, which is
important information for our analysis. Therefore, we only focus on
registered ex-staff-turned-lobbyists.
8 A significant fractionof lobbyists inourdatawerecommittee staffers
in Congress. Legistorm provides the names of Congress members to
whom those lobbyists were connected in some of these cases. How-
ever, for the majority of cases, we do not have information about
connected members. For this set of lobbyists, we used information
about the time period they served on a specific committee and assign
the chairperson of the committee on which that lobbyist worked as
a connected politician for a givenCongress (Stewart andWoon 2017).
We validate the staff-turned-lobbyist’s career descriptions with the
actual salary data.

9 We do not have detailed salary information on the 177 staffer-
turned-lobbyists who worked in the Congress before 2001.
10 The total number of Congress members who were connected with
these ex-staff-turned-lobbyists is 943: 176memberswereSenators and
767 members were House Representatives. The median number of
connected politicians per lobbyist is one and the connected number of
politicians per staff ranges from one to eight.
11 To be clear, the new restriction applied to “covered” staffers who
make at least 75% of a member’s salary but the regulation could
impact noncovered staffers’ perception about future restrictions in
moving to the lobbying industry.
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Hence, many staffers who had considered lobby-
ing careers may have left their government jobs
before theHLOGApassedCongress and started their
lobbying activities in 2007. Second, there was
an expectation that the party in control in the
White House was likely to change in the 2008 presi-
dential election and the Democratic candidate, Bar-
ack Obama, promised tougher regulations on
revolving-door lobbyists if he were to be elected. Just
one day after his inauguration in 2009, President
Obama issued an executive order banning federal
employees from taking jobs in the lobbying industry
for two years after leaving government service.12

Because of this upcoming change in the politi-
cal environment, it is likely thatmany staffers left their
jobs and moved into the lobbying industry
proactively.

To explore the impact of hiring future revolving-
door staffers on legislative outcomes, we create
a member-level dataset for every person who served
in the House or Senate from the 107th through the
113th Congresses. We calculate the total number of
staffers who worked for a member in each Congress
and the staffers’ mean salaries. Based on the career
histories of ex-staff-turned-lobbyists, we also cal-
culate the total number of former personal and
committee staff who later became lobbyists for each
member in each Congress. Most of the staffers who
later became lobbyists at the federal level worked in
a Washington, DC office as opposed to members’
district or state-offices. They were also much more
likely to work in legislative-oriented positions (such
as legislative assistants) than staffers who never
became lobbyists. By comparing the year staffers
finished working for a member and the first year they
appeared in lobbying reports, we also calculate the
total number of “last-term” personal staff who be-
came lobbyists after a given Congress for each
member.

Table 1 presents summary statistics for theCongress
members’ staffers and ex-staffers who later became

lobbyists. The unit of observation is member 3
Congress. Members in the House had, on average, 21
staffers on their payrolls during a given Congress. For
the Senate, the average number of staffers in mem-
bers’ personal offices was 52.Housemembers ina given
Congress employed 1.7 personal staffers who became
lobbyists at some later point. In the Senate, the average
numberofpersonal stafferswholaterbecamelobbyists in
agivenCongresswas4.1.Onlycommitteechairs couldbe
connected to committee staff based on our definition,
unlessLegistormmentioneda specificCongressmember
as a connected politician for a committee staffer. For
committee chairpersons who were connected to com-
mittee staffers, theaveragenumberof committee staffers
who worked for a member in a given Congress and later
became lobbyists was 6.0 in the House and 8.2 in the
Senate.

We rely on two outcome variables to assess changes
in legislative productivity. First, we use the Legislative
Effectiveness Score (LES), whichmeasures the “ability
to advance a member’s agenda items through the
legislative process and into law” for members of
Congress (Volden and Wiseman 2014, 2018). This
dataset includes the number of bills that each repre-
sentative sponsored as well as their LES in each Con-
gress.13 Second,weusedata from theCongressionalBills
Project to examine whether hiring staffers who later
became lobbyists is associated with the types of legisla-
tion that legislators sponsor in Congress (Adler and
Wilkerson 2017). These data track the sponsor of every
bill and resolution fromthe80th to the 114thCongresses.
In addition to sponsorship, the data also categorize all
bills into 20 major issue areas. Therefore, we are able to
identifywhethermemberswithstafferswho laterbecame
lobbyists tended tosponsorbills onparticular topics.This

TABLE 1. Member-Level Summary Statistics on Staffers

House Senate

N Mean Min. Max. N Mean Min. Max.

Number of staff 3,074 21 11 35 699 52 24 97
Mean compensation ($K)a 3,074 91 26 179 699 101 49 176
Future lobbyist personal staff 3,074 1.7 0 7 699 4.1 0 16
Future lobbyist committee staffb 150 6 0 31 117 8.2 0 28

Notes: The unit of observation is member 3 Congress.
aMean total compensation during a congressional term (2 years).
bThis statistic is only provided for members who served as a committee chair.

12
“Executive Order 13,490: Ethics Commitments by Executive

Branch Personnel,” January 21, 2009.

13 As Volden andWiseman (2014) explain, legislative effectiveness is
“the proven ability to advance a member’s agenda items through the
legislative process and into law.”Of course, Legislative Effectiveness
Scores do not capture all important or influential parts of lawmaking.
For example,many legislators are particularly skilled at slowing down
or stopping the progress of pieces of legislation they or their con-
stituents find harmful. Such behavior would not be captured in this
measure. Moreover, Legislative Effectiveness Scores may mask the
legislative contributions of members who are not the official sponsors
of pieces of legislation (Casas, Denny, and Wilkerson 2019).
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isparticularly interestingbecause lobbyingclientsarenot
equally distributed across issue areas.14

FUTURE LOBBYIST STAFF AND
LEGISLATIVE PRODUCTIVITY

In this section,weexamine ifhiringa futurerevolving-door
lobbyist isassociatedwithchanges inamember’s legislative
productivity. The empirical specification is as follows:

yit ¼ ai þ at þ b3Lobbyist Staffit þ GXit þ «it; (1)

where i denotes the member and t indicates the Con-
gress. yit is an outcome variable—LES or number of
total sponsored bills. Given that all outcome variables
have highly skewed distributions, we use log-trans-
formed variables in the estimation.ai is a member-level

fixed effect (FE) to capture member-specific time-in-
variant characteristics such as innate ability in legis-
lating and inherent interest in specific topics. at is
aCongress FE that captures a time trend.Lobbyist Staff
is a vector of staff-turned-lobbyist-level variables: the
number of future lobbyists who worked as staffers in
amember’s office in a givenCongress.Xit is a vector that
includes variables that could affect the legislative ac-
tivities of members such as their party, institutional
position, andoverall staff size andcompensation level.15

TABLE 2. Future Lobbyists as Staff and Legislative Activities

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

LES No. billsa SS billsb LES No. bills SS bills

Panel A: House
(ln) staff mean salary 0.201*** 0.471*** 0.0439 0.358*** 0.809*** 0.120**

(0.0463) (0.110) (0.0343) (0.0721) (0.115) (0.0605)
Number of nonlobbyist staffc 0.0189*** 0.0528*** 0.00264 0.0184*** 0.0422*** 0.00441

(0.00265) (0.00641) (0.00193) (0.00402) (0.00664) (0.00341)
Number of lobbyist personal staff 0.0252*** 0.0761*** 0.00853* 0.0317*** 0.0767*** 0.00771

(0.00673) (0.0134) (0.00511) (0.0109) (0.0136) (0.00943)
Number of lobbyist committee staff 0.0159*** 0.00215 0.0164*** 0.0117** 0.0169** 0.0101*

(0.00430) (0.00651) (0.00480) (0.00528) (0.00709) (0.00612)

Member-level controls 3 3 3 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3 3 3 3
Member FE 3 3 3
N 3,070 3,070 3,070 3,070 3,070 3,070
Adj. R2 0.411 0.157 0.360 0.579 0.620 0.426

Panel B: Senate
(ln) mean staff salary 0.0156 0.0500 0.00964 0.148 0.860* 0.657*

(0.137) (0.379) (0.353) (0.150) (0.510) (0.383)
Number of nonlobbyist staff 0.00529** 0.0224*** 0.0229*** 0.000904 0.0170** 0.0138*

(0.00228) (0.00491) (0.00485) (0.00328) (0.00861) (0.00709)
Number of lobbyist personal staff 0.000673 0.0171 0.0220 20.000151 0.00983 0.0151

(0.00641) (0.0157) (0.0155) (0.00999) (0.0139) (0.0142)
Number of lobbyist committee staff 0.00223 0.0116 0.0143 0.00665 0.00603 0.00473

(0.00516) (0.00927) (0.00997) (0.00570) (0.00578) (0.00701)

Member-level controls 3 3 3 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3 3 3 3
Member FE 3 3 3
N 697 697 697 697 697 697
Adj. R2 0.461 0.305 0.305 0.638 0.826 0.797

Notes:Theunitofobservation ismember3Congress.Standarderrorsareclusteredatmember-leveland reported inparentheses. *p,0.10,
** p, 0.05, *** p, 0.01. All three outcome variables are highly skewed in the distributions sowe use log-transformed variables as outcome
measures.
aTotal number of bills that a member sponsored in a given Congress.
bNumber of significant and substantial bills (Volden and Wiseman 2014).
cNumber of staffers who worked for a member in a given Congress and did not become lobbyists afterward.

14 As Table A.2 indicates—after budget and tax issues—health, de-
fense, transportation, and energy issues are most often mentioned in
lobbying reports, whereas unemployment, civil rights and civil liberty,
and welfare issues are mentioned with less frequency.

15 Xit includes the following variables: majority party status, DW-
NOMINATE score, Budget Committee membership, committee
chair, subcommittee chair, seniority, majority leader,minority leader,
serving on powerful committees (Appropriations, Rules, and Ways
and Means), Democrat, member became lobbyist, female, African-
American, Latino, state legislature experience, Southern Democrat,
number of staffers who did not become lobbyists, average staff
compensation, and female staff ratio.Additional variables included in
the regressions for theSenators arewhether they areup for reelection,
freshmen, their House experience, and House LES.
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Table 2 presents the results for overall legislative
productivity. We present results for the House (Panel
A) and Senate (Panel B) separately.16 Columns (1)
through (3) present the results when a rich set of
member-level characteristics are included as control
variables; columns (4) through (6) present the results
when a member FE is included. First, in the House,
employing a personal future-revolving-door staffer is
associated with increases in a member’s legislative
productivity as measured by their LES, the number of
bills the member sponsors, and the number of sub-
stantive and significant bills the member sponsors.17

These results are robust to including member fixed
effects, except the results for sponsorship of substantive
and significant bills. What is more, employing a com-
mittee staffer who later became a lobbyist is also as-
sociated with higher LES and sponsorship of
substantive and significant bills.18

To provide a clearer substantive interpretation of
these regression results, we follow Mummolo and
Peterson (2018), who suggest that researchers need to
consider the plausible variation in the treatment when
fixed effects estimates are used to describe the sub-
stantive significance of results.19 We find that in our
fixed effect framework, one standard deviation (0.34)
increase in the number of staffers who later became
lobbyists within amember’s office in a givenCongress is
associated with an increase of 0.35 (5 0.343 e0.0317) in
the member’s Legislative Effectiveness Score. Given
that the average LES is 1.7 in our sample, this suggests
that one standard deviation in the number of future
lobbyist staff is associated with a 20% increase in an
average member’s LES.

Consider an example from the office of Congressman
John Carter, a Republican representing Texas’ 31st
district since 2003. In the 108th Congress, he had four
staffers who later became lobbyists. Among them, two
staffers left after the 108th Congress to become lob-
byists. The first staffer was Chris Giblin, who became
a senior vice president at the Ogilvy Government
Relations, one of the prominent lobbying firms in

Washington, DC. Giblin’s firm often represents clients
from health, commerce, and energy sectors. The other
staffer who made the transition was Travis Lucas, who
founded his own lobbying firm, Lucas Compton LLC.
Lucas’s top industry clients come from the health
services industry and health maintenance organ-
izations. After these exits, in the 109th Congress,
Representative Carter had only two staffers who later
became lobbyists. Although there was no change in the
majority party status or a committee chair position
between the two congresses for Congressman Carter,
his LESmoved from2.23 to 0.17 and the number of bills
sponsored moved from seven to four. Our estimates
suggest that if he would have kept the two staffers who
moved to the lobbying industry, his LES would have
stayedata similar level ofhisLES in the108thCongress,
ceteris paribus.

Second, in the Senate, the overall staff size is asso-
ciated with higher LES and the number of bills and
substantive bills that senators sponsor. However, the
number of future lobbyists on staff is not associated
with a member’s overall legislative productivity. One
of the reasons we observe these differences between
theHouse and the Senate is that the distribution of the
number of future lobbyist staff members in congres-
sional offices differs between the chambers. In the
Senate, out of 181 uniquemembers in our sample, only
eight members (4.3%) never employed a staffer who
later became a lobbyist. In contrast, among 853 unique
members who served in the House during the period,
135 members (15.8%) employed no staffers who later
became lobbyists. In other words, there was more
variation in the number of revolving-door staffers in
the House than in the Senate. Additionally, House
members displayed more variation in their tenure and
experience in Congress than senators, and, therefore,
there may be more room for staffer incentives to in-
fluence the legislative outcomes. Indeed, ifwe examine
the variance across members and within members for
thekeyoutcomevariable, there ismuchmorevariation
in the LES and the number of bills sponsored by
members in the House than members in the Senate.
Combined, these factors may explain the differences
between the chambers.

We also explore whether this effect is driven by
a certain type of staffers since employees possess var-
ious types of legislative expertise and skills depending
on their rank in the hierarchy and their job functions.
Based on the employee’s title during their tenure in the
Congress, we consider a person with either the title
(Deputy) Chief of Staff or (Deputy) Legislative Di-
rector to have been a senior-level staff employee; we
categorize those with the remainder of titles as junior-
level employees. We calculate the total number of
senior- and junior-level personal staffers who later
became lobbyists for each member in each Congress
and examine whether senior and junior staffers who
later became lobbyists contributed differently to
members’ legislative activities. The results are pre-
sented in Table A.7 in the Online Appendix.

We find that both the number of senior and junior
staffers who later became lobbyists are positively

16 Full regression results are presented in Tables A.3 and A.4 in the
Online Appendix.
17 The definition of significant and substantive legislation follows
Volden and Wiseman (2014)’s categorization scheme: “A bill is
deemed substantive and significant if it had been the subject of an end-
of-the-year write-up in the Congressional Quarterly Almanac.”
18 Given that themeasures of LES and the bill sponsorship are highly
dependent on the majority party status, and especially that the LES
does not capture other legislative activities such as obstructions to the
advancement of thebills, theeffect of hiringa stafferwho later became
a lobbyist could be salient only amongmembers of themajority party.
Panel A in Table A.5 in the Online Appendix presents the results for
the House and the effect of future lobbyist staff is not confined to
majority partymembers.We alsofind that the results are observed for
both Democratic and Republican members and there is no significant
difference between the parties. The results are presented in TableA.6
in the Online Appendix.
19 Given that the variation within-unit is generally more limited than
the variation across units, the coefficients of the interest from thefixed
effectmodelsmayoverestimate the substantiveeffect of the treatment
if the plausible variation would be smaller than a unit change in the
treatment.
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correlated with the member’s legislative productivity
and there is no systematic difference in contributions by
senior staff and junior staff. It may be true that senior
staffers have more experience and knowledge so the
marginal effect of their incentive for legislative pro-
ductivity could be larger. However, the degree to which
the lobbying market influences their incentive to invest
in related skills might be weaker than its effect on the
incentives of junior-level staffers. For junior-level
staffers, there may be more competition to be selected
by lobbying firms or other organizations and this might
drive changes in their levels of effort. Combined, this
may explain why we do not observe a systematic dif-
ference between senior and junior staffers.

We have shown that hiring future revolving-door
lobbyists as staffmembers is associatedwith increases in
member legislative effectiveness and bill sponsorship
activity, especially in the US House.20 We have argued
that theseoutcomesarebest understoodas the results of
how lobbying career concerns incentivize increased
legislative effort by staffers, andareactually theproduct
of staffer effort rather than other member-level factors.
We investigate each of these assertions with additional
tests.

First, if career concerns truly drive increased staffer
effort in legislative activities, we should expect that
career concerns should be the strongest in the period
immediately before the staffer moved to the lobbying
industry. A “last-term” effect of this sort would suggest
that, in addition tobeinghighly effectiveover the course
of their careers, staffers strategically displayed even
more legislative effort directly prior to their exits from
Congress. To test for evidence of this career-driven
“last-term” effect, we divide staffers who later became
lobbyists into two categories—non-last-term and last-
term future lobbyist staff—depending on whether the
current term is their last term of employment in
Congress.

PanelA inTable 3 presents the results for theHouse.
The results suggest that although the increased effort
of staffers who became lobbyists is not entirely at-
tributable to last-term effort, offices with more last-
term personal staff experience additional increases in
LES and bill sponsorship. However, there is no sig-
nificant statistical difference between non-last-term
lobbyist staff and last-term lobbyist staff in terms of
their contributions to the legislative productivity of
a Congress member.

Of course, not all staffers have control over their exits
from Congress. Although some leave voluntarily, oth-
ers are forced from government employment when the
politicians they serve depart Congress. This provides
a unique opportunity to examine quasi-exogenous
variation in opportunities for staffers to intentionally
showcase their skills during their final terms. Compared
with staffers who may plan their transition to the lob-
bying industry, staffers who were forced to leave
Congress should not be able to time their heightened
legislative efforts in the same way.

Following Blanes i Vidal, Draca, and Fons-Rosen
(2012), we identified staffers whoworked in a politician’s
office when a politicianmade an exit fromCongress after
a given term because the politician was defeated in the
primaries or general election, died, sought a federal/state/
local post, or resigned due to a scandal. There were 339
cases (11%) of these types of exits in the House between
2001 and 2014. PanelB inTable 3 presents the results. As
expected, we do not observe a positive correlation be-
tween the last term of staffers who became lobbyists and
members’ legislative productivity when the member
suddenly exited the Congress. In addition, there is now
a statistically significant differencebetweennon-last-term
lobbyist staff and last-term lobbyist staff regarding
the contributions to legislative productivity among
staffers who were able to time their departure. This
finding bolsters our claims that career concerns of staffers
drive increases in their legislative efforts, especially when
they are attempting to strategically exit Congress.

Second, it is possible that the increases in productivity
weobservedonot result fromstaffer effort but are instead
attributable to some other member-level factors. For
example, although we include member fixed effects and
time-varying characteristics, it is possible that a person
whoisconsideringbecomingalobbyist in thefutureselects
into amember’s officewhere themember ismore likely to
be legislativelyproductiveor sponsorbills in certainareas.
To examine potential matching between a member and
a revolving-door staffer, we examine whether members’
observable characteristics (e.g., legislative outcomes and
institutionalpositions fromthepreviousCongress)predict
the number of future lobbyist staffers in a current Con-
gress. TablesA.12 andA.13 in theOnlineAppendix show
that members’ legislative activities and institutional
positions, such as committee assignments, do not predict
the number of future lobbyist staffers in the current
Congress. We also find that sponsorship activities in
certain issueareasarenotcorrelatedwithrecruiting future
lobbyist staff.Thisbolstersour claimthatweareobserving
the output of staffer effort and not selection into certain
types of offices. Moreover, because most staffers only
work within one office for their careers and the con-
gressional hiring process for young staffers appears to be
idiosyncratic, it is unlikely that many young staffers have
options to choose between offices or select into offices
based on policy interests or ability.

Third, another possible explanation for the positive
relationship between the number of staffers who later
became lobbyists and a member’s legislative productivity
is that some members’ offices may already have estab-
lishedconnectionswithparticular lobbyistsorfirms.These

20 It is possible that members of Congress themselves may be in-
centivized by their interest in working for the lobbying industry. To
separate the staff-driven results from the member-specific factors, we
identify all members of Congress who became lobbyists after serving
theirfinal terms.We also identify theirfinal terms in theCongress.We
examine whether member-level factors regarding revolving doors
drive the results. Table A.8 in the Online Appendix presents the
results. We show that our main findings are robust to controlling for
whether themembers also became lobbyists. However, we do not find
that the postgovernment career concerns have discernible effects
among members. One potential explanation for this null result is that
members—unlike young staffers who need to prove their legislative
skills and connections—are already well known for their expertise on
issues and connections.
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connected firms provide legislative subsidies that could
make the member’s office more productive. Simulta-
neously, members who already enjoy good connections
with lobbying firms may be more likely to send their
staffers into the lobbying industry. Although we include
member fixed effects, time-varying characteristics such as
the number of alumni staffers as lobbyists could drive the
results. To test this alternative mechanism, we calculate
thetotalnumberofalumnistafferswhopreviouslyworked
in a member’s office but currently work as lobbyists in
a given Congress and include this variable as a control.21

PanelB inTableA.5 in theOnlineAppendix presents the
results. The number of alumni staffers who became lob-
byists is not systematically correlated with the changes in
legislative activity we observe and the main results hold
after including the number of alumni stafferswhobecame
lobbyists as a control variable in the analysis.

Fourth, we conduct yet another test to see whether
changes in legislative outcomes are driven specifically by
changes in the composition of staff members. We exploit
the fact that some staffers move between members’
offices. Following Bertrand and Schoar (2003), who es-
timate manager fixed effects from a manager-firm

matched panel data, we estimate the role of staffers in
a framework from a member-staff matched panel data
where we can control for observable and unobservable
differences across staffers. Given that staffers do not
randomlymoveamongmembers’offices and stafferswho
switch congressional offices could be systemically differ-
ent from thosewho stay inoneoffice,wedonot argue that
our results present a causal effect from staffers on
members’ legislative outcomes. Instead, this framework
allowsus toexaminewhether thecharacteristicsof staffers
themselves, includingwhether they became lobbyists, are
systematically related to staffer-specific fixed effects. The
full details of this test and the full results of themodel can
be found in Online Appendix C. Using this method, we
find that staffers who later became lobbyists tend to have
higher stafferfixed effects. This provides further evidence
that hiring future revolving-door lobbyists is related to the
legislative productivity of members.

FUTURE LOBBYIST STAFF AND SELECTIVE
ATTENTION TO LEGISLATIVE AGENDA

The analyses in the previous pages demonstrate that
employing future revolving-door lobbyists is associated
with increased member productivity. That is say, the
existence of a lobbying market for former government
employees seems to incentivize greater legislative effort
and skill development. Generally, this is a normatively

TABLE 3. Future Lobbyists as Staff: Their Last Terms and Sudden Exits (House)

(1) (2) (3)

LES No. Bills SS bills

Panel A: Last-term effect
Number of non-last-term lobbyist staff 0.0258** 0.0658*** 0.00214

(0.0125) (0.0153) (0.0108)
Number of last-term lobbyist staff 0.0411*** 0.0938*** 0.0165

(0.0130) (0.0166) (0.0122)

Member-level controls 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3
Member FE 3 3 3
N 3,070 3,070 3,070
Adj. R2 0.580 0.621 0.427

Panel B: Sudden exit of a politician
Number of non-last-term lobbyist staff 0.0160** 0.0568*** 0.00413

(0.00782) (0.0158) (0.00584)
Number of last-term lobbyist staff 0.0451*** 0.121*** 0.0241**

(0.0106) (0.0186) (0.00998)
Sudden exit 20.0238 0.0239 0.00361

(0.0264) (0.0564) (0.0177)
Sudden exit3 number of last-term lobbyist staff 20.0107 20.0244 20.0267

(0.0203) (0.0354) (0.0167)

Member-level controls 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3
Member FE 3 3 3
N 3,070 3,070 3,070
Adj. R2 0.407 0.127 0.359

Notes:Theunit of observation ismember3Congress.Standarderrorsareclusteredat themember level and reported in theparentheses. *p
, 0.10, ** p , 0.05, *** p , 0.01.

21 Since our data start with the 107th Congress, we do not have in-
formation about how many alumni staff worked as lobbyists for the
107th Congress. Therefore, this analysis covers the period from the
108th through 113th Congresses.
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positive finding for individuals who desire a more
productive and capable Congress. However, and po-
tentially less normatively pleasing, we also argued that
thecareer concernsof staffers should influence the types
of bills to which members allocate time and energy. For
example, given that there are disproportionately more
clients in the lobbying process who care about health
issues thanpublicwelfare (Baumgartner et al. 2009), it is
possible that staffers’ career concerns could prioritize
lawmaking in some issue areas over others if accumu-
lating knowledge in those areaswill help staffers in their
postcongressional careers in the lobbying industry.

To test for this type of an effect, we estimate the
following model:

yijt ¼ ai þ aj þ at þ b3Future Lobbyist Staffit
þ GXit þ «ijt;

(2)

where i, j, and t denotemember, committee assignment,
and Congress, respectively. yijt is a log-transformed
number of bills sponsored by a member i in each issue
area. Given that committee assignment plays a signifi-
cant role in the types of bills thatmembers introduce,we
include a committee fixed effect (aj).

22 We also include
the total number of bills a member introduces in each
Congress as a control variable.

In Figure 2, we present the results of a series of
analyses that aim to determine if hiring a future re-
volving-door lobbyist is associated with increased
sponsorship of particular kinds of bills in the House.
Eachbar indicateshowhiringoneadditional stafferwho
later became a lobbyist changes the bill sponsorship of
members in 20 different issue areas from the baseline
propensity to sponsor a bill in each issue area.23 The
figure shows that employing personal staff who later
became lobbyists is associated with increased spon-
sorship of bills on health, the environment, and do-
mestic commerce.24 These issue areas tend to be the
areas of most focus by lobbying firms.

These findings suggest that although the revolving
door incentivizes legislative productivity, it does so in
a way that prioritizes productivity in the policy areas
most important to the lobbying industry. In Figures A.2
and A.3 in the Online Appendix, we document the
number and ratio of bills introduced to Congress re-
garding issues of Health and Social Welfare—two
contrasting examples in terms of lobbying clients’ issue
interests—during the period from 1947 through 2014. It
is clear from thegraphs that although thenumberofbills
and the proportion of bills that members of Congress
sponsored in Health and Social Welfare were similar

FIGURE 2. Future Lobbyist Staffers and Bill Sponsorship Changes by Issue

Notes:Each bar indicates the regression coefficient from20 separate regressions of the (log) number of bills in 20major issue areas defined
by Adler andWilkerson (2017) in the House of Representatives. Each regression includesCongress, committee, andmember fixed effects,
aswell as other time-varyingmember characteristics. Darker bars indicate the statistically significant results either at the 1%or 5% level and
solid lines indicate 95% confidence interval.

22 Members serve on multiple committees in a given Congress. We
assign a primary committee based on amember’s ranking within each
committee (Stewart and Woon 2017) to employ a committee FE.

23 See Table A.9 in the Online Appendix for the regression results.
24 In theSenate, hiringpersonal staffwho later became lobbyists is not
associated with increased sponsorship of particular issues.
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until the late 1980s, a divergence has started around the
late 80s and early 90s—the same time that the lobbying
industry started to expand. Although it is true that the
health industry has grown significantly over time andwe
do not provide causal evidence of the effect of the ex-
istenceof the lobbying industryonpoliticians’attention,
the stark contrast between attention given to bills on
Health and bills on Social Welfare is noteworthy. By
prioritizing lobbying industry-centric policy areas, we
show that the existence of a lobbying market for con-
gressional staff has the potential to bias the amount of
attention that particular social problems receive by
Congress (Cotton and Déllis 2016). In this way, even
a more productive Congress could privilege the inter-
ests of those who are organized and the well resourced.

FUTURE LOBBYIST STAFF AND ACCESS
GRANTED TO LOBBYING FIRMS

Building on the previous section, we examine whether
offices with more future revolving-door staffers grant
increased access to lobbying firms. Meetings with
congressional staff afford interest groups vital oppor-
tunities for information transmission inCongress.Aswe
have argued, these meetings also offer staffers an op-
portunity to display their legislative acumen and in-
crease their exposure to potential future employers.
Thus, access granting may play an important mecha-
nistic role in the relationship between the number of
staffers who later became lobbyists in a given office and
the member’s legislative activities. A significant chal-
lenge to testing whether particular member’s offices
tend to grantmore access to lobbying firms is the lack of
comprehensive information on lobbying contacts.

We take advantage of a novel dataset on lobbying
contacts with congressional offices from filings man-
datedby theForeignAgentsRegistrationAct (FARA).
Unlike domestic lobbying reports regulated under the
Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA), FARA requires that
lobbyists representing foreign entities submit a semi-
annual report detailing all lobbying contacts, including
information on who, when, why, and how those contacts
were made (Hirsch et al. 2019). While the data on lob-
bying contacts concern interactions between policy-
makers and lobbying firms representing foreign entities,
among the 93 lobbying firms in our data, 61 firms rep-
resented domestic clients in addition to their foreign
clients (i.e., they were registered by both the LDA and
FARA).This suggests that the results ofour study should
have general implications for the interactions between
congressional offices and lobbying firms in the US.

We study the lobbying activities of foreign govern-
ments, as opposed to foreign businesses.25 We focus on
lobbying firms’ activities regarding legislative issues
between 2007 and 2010, covering two Congresses (the

110thand the111thCongresses).26Todo so,weanalyzeall
lobbying reports that include congressional contacts via
phone calls or in-person meetings.27 In these reports, we
identify 20,606 records of contacts between lobbying firms
and others, consisting of contacts to members of Congress
orcongressionalcommittees(73.5%), theexecutivebranch
of the federal government (18.8%), themedia (2.9%), and
others (4.8%) such as members of think tanks, labor
unions,firms,universities, andnonprofit organizations.We
do not consider emails or social encounters as contacts,
since theyaremost likely tobeone-sided. In total, thereare
676 reports of lobbying activities reported by 98 lobbying
firms on behalf of 70 foreign governments in the data.28

We focus on lobbying contactsmade to congressional
offices. Another advantage of the FARA lobbying
contact data is that it allows us to observe staff-level
outcomes. FARA reports indicate whether contacts
were made directly with members or with staffers.
Based on this information, we can examine whether
a staffer gave more access to the lobbying firm that
became her future employer, not just the total number
of contacts given toall lobbyingfirmspresent in thedata.
In the House, there were 8,030 contacts with lobbying
firms and 68% of them (5,420) were made directly with
staffers as opposed toCongressmembers. In the Senate
during the same period, therewere 3,663 contactsmade
to Senate offices and 81%were contacts with staffers.29

We estimate the following model:

yijt ¼ aj þ at þ b3Lobbyist Staffijt þ GXijt þ «ijt; (3)

where i, j, and t denote member, committee assignment,
and Congress, respectively. Xijt include member-level
characteristics such as committee assignment, leadership
position, and party. yijt is an outcome variable that indi-
cates the frequency of contacts with lobbyingfirms.aj and
at indicatecommitteeFEandCongressFE,respectively.30

Giventhatweusedataonaccessgrantedto lobbyingfirms,
we include an interaction term between the number of
staffers who later became lobbyists and whether any of
them started their first lobbying career in a lobbying
firm (No. Lobbyist Staff 3 Hired by Lobbying Firms).31

Table 4 presents the results.32 PanelsAandBpresent
the results forHouse staff andSenate staff, respectively.

25 After Congress passed the LDA in 1995, foreign businesses that
have subsidiaries in theUShave been allowed to report their lobbying
activities via the LDA, instead of through FARA.As a result, most of
the foreign entities that submitted reports under FARA since 1995
were foreign governments.

26 Although some foreign governments hire in-house lobbyists, their
activities seem relatively limited regarding lobbying contacts. In our
dataset, 94.3% of lobbying contacts were made by lobbying firms,
whereas the remainder was made by in-house lobbyists.
27 In our study, we focus on legislative lobbying. Therefore, lobbying
firms that exclusively focused on media and/or executive contacts or
legal advice are not included in the analysis.
28 Figures A.4 in the Online Appendix presents an example of
a FARA lobbying report.
29 Table A.1 presents the summary statistics for contacts made be-
tween congressional offices and lobbying firms that represented
foreign entities in a given period.
30 Becauseof thedata’s relatively short timespan (2007–10), including
a member FE significantly reduces the variation we can exploit.
Therefore, we include a committee FE to control for the demand for
access from lobbying firms that represent foreign governments.
31 Some staffers who became lobbyists started their careers as in-
house lobbyists for a specific organization such as Google Inc.
32 Full regression results are available in Tables A.10 and A.11 in
Online Appendix A.

Career Concerns and Revolving Doors in Congress

281

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
03

05
54

19
00

05
10

 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/S0003055419000510


PanelA shows that hiring anadditional stafferwho later
became a lobbyist and started her career in a lobbying
firm increased the total amount of access that office
granted to lobbying firms. In particular, the total
number of contacts between lobbying firms and staf-
fers—presumably a behavior over which staffers have
more discretion—significantly increased if a member’s
office had a staffer who later became a lobbyist. Indeed,
the effect of employing a staffer who was later hired by
a lobbying firm was 2 times larger for staffer contacts
than for member contacts. In Panel B, we observe
similar results in the Senate, but the size of the rela-
tionships is considerably smaller.

In total, these findings suggest that staffers who desire
future careers in the lobbying industry may transmit or
display their legislative expertise through interactions
with lobbying firms. Granting access appears to be an
important mechanism by which career-minded staffers
showcase their skills to prospective future employers. In
turn, lobbying firms also benefit from staffers’ career
incentives, throughthe increasedability tosharevaluable
information with congressional offices.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we study the relationship between
employing congressional staffers who later became lob-
byists and behavioral changes in the activities of con-
gressional offices in terms of legislative outcomes and the
amount of access granted to lobbying firms. Our findings
show that hiring a future lobbyist as a current staffer is

associated with increased legislative effectiveness, more
sponsorship of bills on health, the environment, and
commerce–policy areas that are particularly important to
the lobbying market–and the granting of greater levels of
access to lobbying firms. We have argued and have pro-
vided rigorous empirical evidence that these changes are
best understood as the product of staffer behavior, driven
by their postgovernment career incentives.

The manner in which these types of postgovernment
career concerns affect incentives for human capital
accumulation and job performance are complex. As
Che (1995) argues, jobmarkets in private sectors for ex-
government officials have twodistinctive effects: ex ante
effects on human capital accumulation, such as in-
vestment in skills and knowledge; and ex post effects on
using acquired human resources for public versus pri-
vate purposes. Our findings shed light on these distinct
effects. Staffers who go through the revolving door
appear to invest in their own legislative skill de-
velopment and political process knowledge. However,
these skills are, in turn, used for the benefit of lobbying
firms after and even before the staffers leave Congress.

Our work also has important implications for the role
of connections in the rich literature on the revolving
door in Congress. Scholars have demonstrated that
connections are valuable in the lobbying sector and that
connections tend to translate into better access to
policymakers. One could easily interpret this literature
as evidence that whom you know matters more than
what you know (Bertrand, Bombardini, and Trebbi
2014). However, as other scholars have noted, con-
nections mask a great deal of issue expertise, information

TABLE 4. Future Lobbyists as Staff and Access to Lobbying Firms

Outcome 5

(1) (2) (3)

Total contact Member contact Staff contact

Panel A. House
Number of lobbyist staff 0.0169 0.0174 0.118

(0.357) (0.124) (0.274)
Number of lobbyist staff3hiredby lobbyingfirms 2.083*** 0.572*** 1.583***

(0.609) (0.194) (0.465)

Member-level controls 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3
Committee FE 3 3 3
N 872 872 872
Adj. R2 0.368 0.310 0.365

Panel B. Senate
Number of lobbyist staff 21.075 20.115 20.938

(0.738) (0.157) (0.663)
Number of lobbyist staff3hiredby lobbyingfirms 1.109** 0.124 0.988**

(0.460) (0.115) (0.405)

Member-level controls 3 3 3
Congress FE 3 3 3
Committee FE 3 3 3
N 195 195 195
Adj. R2 0.442 0.269 0.436

Note: The unit of observation is member3Congress. Standard errors are clustered at themember level and reported in parentheses. * p,
0.10, ** p , 0.05, *** p , 0.01.
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gathering quality, and political process knowledge
(Ainsworth 1993; Groll and Ellis 2014; Hall and Lorenz
2018; Hirsch et al. 2019; LaPira and Thomas 2017). In
line with these findings, our results support notions that
even when staffers know the same politicians, they are
rewarded in the lobbying market for their legislative
skill, whether their efforts focused on the issues of in-
terest to lobbying firms, and the amount of access they
granted to firms.

When we consider these pre-exit effects of the re-
volving door, the public policy implications and nor-
mative connotations of the revolving door are less
straightforward. Our findings suggest that policy
remedies to the revolving-door phenomenon must
consider balancing the positive and negative con-
sequences of the existence of the lobbying industry on
the incentives of congressional personnel. Positively,
the revolving door seems to incentivize greater legis-
lative productivity and lawmaker effectiveness due to
increased staff effort. In this way, having a well-paying
private sector—where the skills and expertise that
staffers accumulate during their tenure in theCongress
are highly valued—might be good for congressional
capacity. While other scholars have noted that the
revolving door is probably a net negative for con-
gressional capacity (Drutman 2015) due to the nega-
tive effects associated with staff turnover, we
demonstrate that the existence of awell-paying private
sector market for congressional staff also has positive
effects on human capital accumulation.

Less positively, Congress members and congressio-
nal staff face increasingworkloads and intense demands
on their time. As a result, the tailored productivity that
the lobbyingmarket incentivizes necessarilymeans that
the issues of organized interests receive more attention
than those of the nonorganized. If the priorities of the
organized are not aligned with those of the public,
important problems may be ignored by even a pro-
ductive Congress. In this way, increased congressional
capacity does not necessarily imply a more responsive
Congress or a Congress that is better suited to handle
the pressing problems of the country.

Beyond this, we believe that ourwork also highlights
aspects of the revolving door that should receive more
focus in the future. Although we document a mean-
ingful and robust relationship between the composi-
tion of congressional offices in terms of the number of
future revolving-door lobbyists and their legislative
behaviors, additional work is needed to discover more
concrete policy outcomes that career concerns might
influence. For example, do staffer career concerns
shape both the content and the types of policies pur-
sued by congressional offices?Moreover, further work
is needed to examine the effect of the lucrative lob-
bying industry and revolving-door regulations on
characteristics of individuals who work in the gov-
ernment. Options available after working in the gov-
ernment affects selection into the public sector (Law
and Long 2012). Understanding how career concerns
effect recruitment and retention in the public sector
will make our understanding of the revolving door
more complete.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055419000510.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/IN6SFG.
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