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Abstract
Campaign donors and corporate interests have greater access to Congress, and the legislative agenda and policy
outcomes reflect their preferences. How this privileged access converts into influence remains unclear because
petitioner-legislator interactions are unobserved. In this article, we report the results of an original survey experiment of
436 congressional staffers. The vignette manipulates a petitioner’s identity, the substance of the request, and the
supporting evidence being offered. We test how likely staff are to take a meeting, to use the information being offered,
and to recommend taking a position consistent with the request, as well as whether they perceive the request to be
congruent with constituent preferences. Donors and lobbyists are no more likely to be granted access than constituents,
but staffers are more likely to use information and to make legislative action recommendations when the information
source is an ideologically aligned think tank. Subgroup analysis suggests these effects are particularly strong among
ideological extremists and strong partisans. And, information offered by aligned think tanks are thought to be rep-
resentative of constituent opinion. Our results reveal the partisan and ideological predispositions that motivate legislative
action that is more costly than merely granting access.
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It is well established that wealthy donors and large corpo-
rations gain more access to Congress than average citizens
(Bauer, Sola Pool, andDexter 1963; Hansen 1991; Langbein
1986; McKay 2018, 2020). It is less clear how, or even if,
such privileged access yields legislative action.

Since at least Schattschneider (1960), political scien-
tists have been concerned about elite influence in repre-
sentative institutions. Recently, scholars have focused
more attention on whether out-sized economic resources
afford political actors privileged access and influence in
the policymaking process (Bartels 2008; Bowman 2020;
Gilens 2012; Grossmann and Isaac n.d.; Hacker and
Pierson 2010; Jacobs and Skocpol 2005; Lax et al.
2019; McKay 2018; Schlozman et al. 2012). While
some have questioned the relationship between economic
resources and political clout (Ansolabehere et al. 2003;
Baumgartner et al. 2009; Branham et al. 2017; Enns et al.
2014; McCarty and Rothenberg 1996; Prasad 2018;
Witko et al., 2021), other research has documented that
greater economic resources afford wealthy campaign

donors and private sector businesses more opportunities to
shape public policy (Drutman 2015; Hall and Wayman
1990; Hertel-Fernandez et al. 2018; Miler 2010; Miler
2018; McKay 2012; Kalla and Broockman 2016; Page
and Gilens 2017).

This scholarship has extended to work documenting
how political elites—including state legislators and senior
staff in Congress—misjudge their constituents’ opinions
in ways that systematically favor concentrated economic
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interests (Broockman and Skovron 2018; Hertel-
Fernandez et al. 2019). These studies suggest that the
wealthy and well-organized interests enjoy greater access
because politicians incorrectly believe their self-interests
are congruent with constituents’ interests.

Yet, the process by which this unequal access converts to
policy influence is unobserved (McKay 2022). So, we de-
signed an experiment to directly test how much campaign
donors, corporate lobbyists, and consumer group lobbyists
affect legislative action in addition to seeking access alone.

Like similar experiments (Chin et al. 2000; Hertel-
Fernandez et al. 2019; Kalla and Broockman 2016), our
study tests the counterfactual that constituents are less
likely to gain access to congressional offices than donors
and lobbyists. The innovation in our study is to also
measure staffers’ likelihood to use information from, or to
side with, the petitioner’s request. Using an original
survey of over 400 DC-based congressional staffers in
2017, the vignette experiment hypothetically requests a
meeting with a member of Congress’s Washington office.
The script varies the identity of the petitioner, whether
they are seeking legislation to be introduced or blocked,
and the nature of the information offered in support of the
request. The outcomes we measure include the likelihood
of taking a meeting, using the information, siding with the
petitioner, and the perception that the petitioner is rep-
resentative of geographic constituent preferences.

Thus, our outcomes measure additional, more nuanced
responses to campaign donors and lobbyists beyond merely
granting access. Seeking and gaining access has long been
considered a prerequisite condition for influencing legislation
(Austen-Smith 1995; Wright 1995). Thus, the experiment is
designed to test whether the cost of granting a constituent,
donor, or lobbyist a meeting is relatively low compared to
other actions in the legislative process. There is anecdotal
evidence that the norm in congressional offices is that
members and staffers should grant meetings with as many
requests as possible as a matter of professional courtesy. For
instance, a senior policy advisor in a House members’ office
who was interviewed for this project remarks:

We try to make sure that we do a lot of stakeholder outreach.
The [member of Congress] will tell anybody who’s listening
we have an open door. We’re not gatekeeping in terms of who
gets to come have meetings, who doesn’t. If you reach out
and if we can fit it in, we’re going to set up a meeting for you.

The norm of having a relatively low level of scrutiny to
grant meetings is common. The default to grant access to
nearly anybody who asks is borne out in an interview with
a legislative director in a personal office for a House party
leader. In this interview, the staffer is emphasizing how
unusual the party leaders’ personal office operations are
compared to rank-and-file members’ offices.1

It’s a leadership office, and the way we prep our member and
everythingwe do is in that style. This office is quite possibly one
of the most demanding, and I’ve worked in a lot of different
offices […] [The member of Congress] has a briefing book
every single day. She’s very prepared in what she does. There
are a lot of internal meetings that have to do with her schedule,
making sure that she is where she needs to be. A lot of thought
goes into what meetings that she’s taking, so things just don’t
happen. There are some offices where it’s just like, “Well, a
constituent just came in.We’ll just put them on the schedule” or,
“This looks like a good meeting for the member.” None of that.
In this office specifically, we have an actual, legitimate
scheduling process. We call it the rallying process. It’s a form
that staff fill out, and do research, and make sure that this is the
right person that she needs to be speaking with, and why it is.

These comments from senior staff do not necessarily
establish how common it is to grant access or not. But they
do suggest that measuring access alone partly reflects a
meaningful political choice and partly reflects a profes-
sional custom on Capitol Hill.

In addition to professional courtesy, it stands to reason that
the stakes are low when deciding to whom to grant access,
especially among staff hired in part to be the eyes and ears of
members’ legislative enterprises (Salisbury and Shepsle
1981). Legislators’ time—especially given their limited
presence in Washington—is pressed between committee
meetings, floor voting, fundraising, media appearances, and
other events. Thus, observations of a meeting being granted
offer limited insight into legislative enterprises’ choices to
engage inmore intense forms of legislative participation (Hall
1998). In this case, the costs for acting after a pitch is made
during a meeting is higher. Costs include the time and effort
to follow through, the reputation risk for recommending the
“wrong” position to take, the potential publicity associated
with advocating on behalf of the interest or policy in question,
and so on. These actions are potentially more transparent to
attentive sub-constituencies, policy stakeholders, journalists,
and real and imagined political rivals. And, acting on an issue
being requested by a petitioner means not acting on hundreds
of other possible issues, which is primarily what private
interests seek from legislators (Hall and Deardorff 2006).

The cost-benefit distinction between granting access
and then acting on a request is clear from two House chiefs
of staff who were lobbyists themselves prior to working in
Congress. The chief of staff in a majority member’s office
commented:

I had been [lobbying] for about three or so years, and I
realized I didn’t know what happened when we left a
member’s office meeting with staff or a member of Congress.

Like, what did they do? How did they make decisions once we,
as a lobbying team, left? Because I’d never worked on the Hill.
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Another lobbyist-turned-chief of staff in another House
members’ personal office is even more clear about the
access and action distinction:

Interviewee: Some people will come in here and they’ll not
even ask for anything, right. They’ll leave the meeting and
you’re like, “I don’t know what they wanted.” To have had
that experience [as a lobbyist] is helpful to me to help get
them to where they need to be. Whereas if I didn’t have that
[lobbying] experience, it’d be a lot easier to just sit here and
be like, “Okay great, 15 minutes. I’ll take your folder and you
can leave.”

Interviewer: Right, then you would just move on.

Interviewee: There is that, the pressure of taking all those
meetings and things. You end up with this stack of folders.
It’s like: what am I going to do with all this stuff? How do you
move the ball forward for all 10 of those groups and have
another 10 come in the next day and another 10 the next day
after that?

These senior staffers’ comments suggest our experiment
vignette is face valid. More importantly, our initial de-
scriptive results corroborate these anecdotes. After being
prompted with a hypothetical request in the survey exper-
iment, a large majority (70%) of respondents indicate they
would be very or somewhat likely to take a meeting with any
petitioner. However, of those staffers, only half indicate they
would be very or somewhat likely to use the information
being offered.2 Among those likely to both take the meeting
and to use the information from the petitioner, less than a
third would subsequently recommend that their boss side
with the petitioner.3 Therefore, our design differentiates
between granting access and taking actions that reflect more
consequential legislative behavior. We are careful not to
equate these hypothetical actions as evidence of influence per
se because we have no actual legislative outcome measure
such as bill co-sponsorhip or floor votes. However, we
presume these responses reflect more intense forms of
legislative participation (Hall 1998).4

Importantly, the experiment itself does not reveal
preferential access or legislative influence to donors qua
donors. However, our results do reveal that the presence of
information from ideologically aligned sources of policy
information affect whether staff use the information and
how they interpret it. Congressional staff are substantially
more likely to use policy evidence from a source osten-
sibly matching their own ideological leaning, and to side
with those organizations presenting this information in
making recommendations to their bosses. Moreover,
ideological extremists and staff working in members’
personal offices (as opposed to those working in com-
mittee or party leadership offices) are more likely to in-
terpret a petitioner presenting evidence from an aligned

source as representative of their constituents. The same
patterns are not true of polling demonstrating support
among geographic constituents.

These findings suggest that political polarization in
Congress may be self-reinforcing (McCarty et al. 2006;
Sinclair 2006; Theriault 2008). If staff are dispropor-
tionately responsive to information from co-partisans or
ideology-confirming experts regardless of policy sub-
stance (Curry 2015), then they may be creating feedback
loops that alienate out-partisans and minimize delibera-
tion. Surely information that contradicts a single mem-
ber’s ideological predispositions may be available to
committee members and party leader negotiators on a
given proposal at later stages of the legislative process
(Miller 2021). But these dyadic, lobbyist-legislator echo
chambers among backbenchers may ossify their prefer-
ences if they only listen to experts they assume already
match their thinking. Ultimately this confirmation bias at
the individual legislator level may make compromise at
the chamber level even more challenging, especially
among ideological extremists.

Partisan and ideological Biases
in Congress

While scholars of congressional politics have long rec-
ognized that Members of Congress manage legislative
enterprises (Hammond 1996; Malbin 1980; Polsby 1968;
Romzek and Utter 1997; Salisbury and Shepsle 1981), it is
only relatively recently that research has reconsidered
how the training, resources, incentives, and background of
staffers independently affect the legislative process
(Crosson et al. 2020a; Furnas et al. 2020; LaPira and
Thomas 2017; Montgomery and Nyhan 2017; McCrain
2018; Ritchie and You 2021). We achieve this by mea-
suring individual staffer attributes such as their party
identity, ideology, employment setting, and policy and
procedural knowledge, among others.

Congressional staff play a crucial role advising members’
of Congress on allocating their time and attention, com-
municating with constituents and other stakeholders, as-
sembling information on constituents’ and organized
interests’ views and pending policies, strategically identi-
fying supportive coalitions, and making recommendations
on credit claiming and position taking opportunities. Pro-
fessional staff routinely make recommendations on whether
to introduce or co-sponsor legislation, what questions to ask
during committee hearings, what remarks to make on the
floor, or what statements to issue to the press. Despite the fact
that they serve at the pleasure ofmembers and are often hired
to reflect their priorities and preferences, research indicates
that staff can and do exert independent effects on lawmakers’
behavior (LaPira et al. 2020;Montgomery andNyhan 2017).
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In a recent survey of senior staff, Hertel-Fernandez,
Mildenberger, and Stokes (2019) find evidence that these
individuals often misperceive the opinions of their con-
stituents on highly salient policy issues, like health re-
form, gun control, and minimum wage. These
misperceptions, moreover, appear to relate to the inter-
actions that staffers have with economically advantaged
actors, like campaign donors and corporate interests,
raising the possibility that the access enjoyed by these
interests may shape staffer behavior.

Here we ask whether and how legislative staff might
act on the information provided to them by different
political interests—and whether in doing so, they are
biasing the recommendations they offer to their bosses.
Accordingly, our design tests how staffers’ preferences for
particular kinds of information shape their political
strategies and policy recommendations (Hertel-Fernandez
et al. 2019;Miler 2010).We show that staffers use partisan
and ideological heuristics to filter information and to
recommend positions their bosses should take. These
questions offer new insight on how economic inequalities
manifest themselves in the political process.

Lastly, this experiment carries implications for broader
debates over the representation of organized interests in
American politics. In particular, our study speaks to
whether and how economic inequalities might translate
into inequalities of political representation (Bartels 2008;
Gilens 2012; Gilens and Page 2014). While our results do
not indicate that staffers admit to preferring donors over
others (Hertel-Fernandez et al. 2019), they do show that
staffers defer to actors who bring think tank-sponsored
research to bear on their advocacy efforts. Thus, putatively
non-partisan think tanks may shape policy proposals in
Congress in decidedly partisan ways. And, donors or other
wealthy interests that fund think tank agendas may have a
powerful indirect role in influencing agendas in Congress
(Smith 2000; Drutman 2015; Esterling 2004; Fagan 2019;
Hollis-Brusky 2015; Medvetz 2012).

Staff in Congress are responsive to very different kinds
of arguments, data, and research depending on which side
of the aisle they identify. Selective attention to some
sources of policy research may explain why Republicans
are so responsive to the ideologically unified well-off,
while Democrats respond more to the diverse interests of
the middle class and economically disadvantaged (Hacker
and Pierson 2010; Grossmann and Hopkins 2016;
Grossmann and Isaac nd; Lax et al. 2019).

The 2017 congressional Capacity survey

We evaluate these questions with a survey experiment
embedded in the 2017 Congressional Capacity Survey
(CCS). It is the largest academic survey of congressional
staffers to date. Using a complete census of congressional

staffers from payroll records purchased from LegiStorm,
we identified 8485 prospective respondents who worked
in D.C. offices who have some responsibility to contribute
to legislative operations, broadly defined.

We constructed the sampling frame from the full
LegiStorm contact list that included individual’s names,
employers, and official email addresses. The contact list
contained the full census of 10,512 legislative branch
employees with a Washington, DC office address. From
this list of organizational units, the research team selected
633 organizational units with names suggesting the pri-
mary mission contributed to legislative operations, as
broadly as could be determined by public information
about the office. These employing units primarily mem-
bers’ personal offices, standing committees, party lead-
ership, and chamber-specific and bicameral institutional
offices.

We sent the survey to all 8458 staffers in three waves
by email, with each wave being sent roughly every other
week. We also recruited a variety of non-partisan, ideo-
logically diverse non-profit organizations to promote
participation and to serve as external validators.5

The final response rate of the survey was 5.2% (N =
441). Congressional Capacity Survey respondents com-
prise a diverse and largely representative sample of
congressional staff on most observable characteristics.
The modal respondent is a 25–29 year old white male
employed as a mid-level legislative assistant in a majority
party member’s office with less than four years experience
on Capitol Hill.6,

7

Due to budget and data collection
constraints, we were unable to obtain covariates for
balance testing for all non-respondents, so opted to gather
this information for a random sample of non-respondents.
As Figure 1 shows, respondent balance is very strong on
career trajectory covariates (number of prior employers,
tenure, salary), several key institutional covariates (party,
chamber, office type, and seniority), and the ideology of
their employers.

All respondents were given inverse probability weights
using a post-stratification procedure conditioning on the
joint distribution of chamber, office type (personal,
committee, party leadership/institutional), and party in the
sampling frame (Lumley 2017; Lumley 2004). The
maximum weight applied to any case was 4.82, and the
minimum 0.749.

It is important to note that despite the potential limi-
tations of this sample, this is the largest experimental
sample of Congressional staffers to ever be assembled.8

Direct observational and experimental study of con-
gressional staff behavior is a blind spot in the study of
Congress. These data represent a significant advance in
assessing fundamental questions of representation, in-
formation processing, and policy decision making by
congressional staffers.
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Experiment Design

The CCS includes a vignette experiment with a fully
randomized 4 × 2 × 4 factorial design, with 32 conditions.
The hypothetical scenario mimics a common occurrence
in Congress: an individual representing some constitu-
ency, group, or organization contacts a staffer in pursuit of
a policy goal by offering evidence in support of their
position. The vignette can be thought of as an instance of
in-person lobbying or policy advocacy, with the coun-
terfactual condition that constituents are volunteering
their preferences on their own behalf.

We manipulate three factors: (1) the Identity of the
petitioner, (2) the Action the petitioner is requesting, and
(3) the supporting Information the petitioner offers. The
vignette reads:

Legislative staff like yourself rely on information from a
variety of sources. Suppose you received a request for a
meeting with a {Identity}. The individual is asking your
office to {Action}. They offered to give your office
{Information}.

The three manipulated factors in the vignette take the
prompts in Table 1.

The design manipulates the identity of the petitioner to
test whether staffers are differentially responsive to dif-
ferent interests, particularly as large businesses are reli-
ably right-of-center and consumer groups are reliably left-
of-center (Crosson et al. 2020b). We manipulate whether
petitioners are asking legislators to sponsor a bill or stop
action on a bill under consideration to test the well-known
observational finding that lobbying is more effective at
protecting the status quo than at changing policy
(Baumgartner et al. 2009). Finally, we manipulated the
information that the petitioner brought to support their
request, with conditions explicitly noting the ideological
alignment of the third party sources. As reference con-
ditions, we include polling from the geographic constit-
uency that supports their policy preference.

We have left the think tank prompts intentionally
general, opting for “center-left” and “center-right” de-
scriptors, rather than opting for particular name brand
think tanks as we did not want our results to be impacted
by the particular reputations of individual think tanks.
However, it is worth noting that “center-right” is more
likely to imply organizations like the American Enterprise
Institute or Manhattan Institute, than the more extreme
Heritage foundation, while “center-left”more likely imply
an organization such as Brookings, New America, or the

Figure 1. Respondent balance statistics.
Notes: N = 891, 441 survey respondents and 445 randomly selected non-respondents. 95% CIs.
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Center on Budget and Policy Priorities than the more
extreme Center for American Progress or Economic
Policy Institute. Because the prompt wording suggests
more centrist ideological think tanks over their more
extreme and partisan affiliated counterparts, they can be
understood as comparatively weaker stimuli of ideology,
which may attenuate our results.

Studies of lobbying frequently suffer from internal
validity problems (Dülmer 2016). Our design to embed a
decision experiment vignette in a survey targeting the
same population that lobbyists target offers an unusually
high degree of internal validity (De Figueiredo et al.,
2014). Consistent with all vignette experiments, this in-
ternal validity requires a tradeoff with external validity
gained from field experiment designs. The gains for in-
ternal validity depend on the construct validity of the
vignette itself and the experimental treatments being
manipulated (Eifler and Petzold 2019). Experiment vi-
gnettes like this study have been shown to perform well
when bench-marked against true field experiments under
appropriate conditions (Eifler and Petzold 2019;
Hainmueller et al. 2015), particularly when the vignette
closely mimics the decision task being studied, offering a
degree of realism (Alexander and Becker 1978;
Hainmueller et al. 2015).

The vignette experiment we report here was designed
to closely mimic the salient features of requests that
staffers routinely receive in an effort to maximize external
validity. Based on anecdotal evidence from in-person
interviews and the authors’ own experience working in
Congress, we know staffers frequently receive requests
for their time, support on issues, and offers of information,
often via very brief email and with relatively little ad-
ditional contextual information provided in the outreach
request (Abernathy 2018; LaPira et al. 2020). Because
lobbyists and constituents, for example, are unlikely to
request meetings in the same manner to each other, a
vignette that is more specific about the format of the
outreach would inevitably lack verisimilitude for either

the lobbyist or the constituent. Thus, the vignette is in-
tentionally vague with respect to the particular outreach
mode. Doing so allows respondents to anchor their re-
sponses to the hypothetical request on their experience of
how these they usually receive these sorts of requests in
the real world. Thus in this case, the minimalism of the
vignette increases its verisimilitude.

Similarly, the design is intentionally vague about
whether the petitioner is ex ante politically supportive of
the staffer’s boss. Readers may make an assumption that
donors express support for the legislators’ candidacy by
nature of their contribution, whereas lobbyists may not
express their support or may vary in their support or
opposition. If true, these identities would be imperfectly
comparable, especially when the information being of-
fered is from a non-aligned source. However, the litera-
tures on campaign donors and on lobbying suggest that
donors and lobbyists are equivalently supportive by de-
fault. That is, donations express support for a candidacy,
but may be motivated by either partisan/ideological or
access motivations (Li 2018; Powell and Grimmer 2016;
Fouirnaies and Hall 2018). Congressional staffers would
not likely know whether donors were motivated by access
or ideology unless they explicitly volunteer that infor-
mation up front, which is unreasonable.

And, the overwhelming evidence regarding lobbyists’
selection of targets suggests that they primarily attend to
their partisan and ideological allies (Hall and Deardorff
2006; Hojnacki and Kimball 1998, 1999; Miller 2021).
Interest groups rarely engage in so-called “counteractive
lobbying” techniques that target opponents to minimize
opposition coalitions (Austen-Smith and Wright 1994;
Baumgartner and Leech 1996; Baumgartner et al. 2009).
Thus, the survey-embedded vignette’s intentional
vagueness about the petitioner’s partisan or ideological
predisposition is intended to imply that they are politically
supportive by default, which further maximizes internal
validity.9 That is, in the real world, staffers may safely
assume that nearly all petitioners are actually or

Table 1. Experiment Design Factors and Values.

Factor Prompt

Identity Constituent
Donor to your Member’s campaign
Lobbyist representing a national consumer group
Lobbyist representing a large, national business

Action Propose a new bill
Stop a bill currently under consideration

Information Polling from your constituency that shows support for their position
Evidence of how their proposal will help jobs and unemployment in your constituency from an analysis they conducted
Evidence of how their proposal will help jobs and unemployment in your constituency from a center-left think tank
Evidence of how their proposal will help jobs and unemployment in your constituency from a center-right think tank
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prospectively supportive of their boss’s reelection or
policy goals, or they would not otherwise be requesting a
meeting to begin with. That these by-default supportive
petitioners may bring evidence from a non-aligned source
is precisely the kind of counterfactual condition the design
is intended to test.

Another concern of self-reported, survey-embedded
vignette designs is that social desirability and demand
effects can systematically bias estimates (Arnold and
Feldman 1981). This is particularly concerning when the
topic under investigation is sensitive, such as treatments
about politically controversial topics such as campaign
donors. The design intentionally minimizes these effects
using several established strategies (Nederhof 1985).
First, the vignette is phrased as neutrally as possible to
reflect the “mundane realism” of the kinds of requests
that staffers receive several times per day (Aronson and
Carlsmith 1968). Second, the vague framing of entities
such as the precise name or affiliation of the petitioner or
the brand-name of information sources like think tanks
is a form of “non-deceptive obfuscation” intended to
minimize demand effects (Zizzo 2010). Third, the in-
strument only presents one vignette experiment, so
participants are isolated and therefore not compelled to
anchor their responses to alternative treatments, such as
the presumably preferable “constituents” over poten-
tially less desirable “donors.” That is, participants with a
“constituent” treatment would not be aware that the
“donor” treatment was even an option, and vice versa.
Finally, Mummolo and Peterson (2019) demonstrate
that online survey experiments of the type we conduct
are remarkably robust against demand effects. Thus,
while the experiment cannot possibly eliminate social
desirability and other experimenter demand effects, the
design intentionally minimized them as much as
possible.

Immediately after the vignette respondents were pre-
sented with four questions in sequence. The first three ask
staffers to rate how likely they would be to (1) take the
meeting, (2) use the information provided by the indi-
vidual to prepare recommendations for their boss, and (3)
side with this individual in their recommendation to their
boss. Responses were measured on a 5-point Likert-type
scale with likelihood anchors. In the fourth question, we
ask how representative respondents think the petitioner is
of their district or state’s opinion as a whole, recorded with
a 5-point Likert-type scale with a representativeness
anchor.10

Partisan Information Processing Effects

Our initial pre-analysis plan included testing all factorial
combinations using ANOVA and pairwise t-tests.11 Our
sample size relative to the number of possible pairwise

combinations makes that strategy insufficiently powered,
so we opt to report the Average Marginal Component
Effect (AMCE) of the levels of each factor.12 The AMCE
of a particular element (e.g., {Identity} = “constituent”) is
the marginal effect of that element averaged over the joint
distribution of the other manipulated factors, {Action} and
{Information} (Hainmueller et al. 2014). While
Hainmueller et al. (2014) identify AMCE in the context of
conjoint experiments, they note that it may serve as a
causal estimand in any factorial design, and is applicable
to both choice and ratings based dependent variables. Just
as Hainmueller et al. (2014) do, we convert our Likert-
scale dependent variables to numeric scales, then rescale
them from 0–1 to simplify interpretation. We then fit an
ordinary least squares (OLS) model to calculate AMCE
for each attribute in the factorial design. Hainmueller et al.
(2014) demonstrate that OLS functions as a subclassifi-
cation estimator, so it calculates nonparametric coeffi-
cients for AMCE. Therefore, converting our ordinal
measures to interval scales is justified given our appli-
cation. All models estimate effects using post-
stratification weights and heteroskedastic-consistent
standard errors (HC3) (Long and Ervin 2000). It is
worth noting that the effect “evidence […] from an
analysis [the petitioning interest] conducted”may vary by
the identity of that petitioning interest. In this case, simple
AMCE of this factor might obscure important heteroge-
neity. We explore and reject this possibility in a supple-
mentary analysis in Online Appendix H.

Taking a Meeting

We first turn to the lowest stakes outcome for a staffer:
taking a meeting with the individual described in the
request. These results are shown in Figure 2.13

Compared to a request from a constituent (the reference
category), staffers are nominally less likely to take a
meeting with donors or lobbyists, though the effects are
not statistically distinguishable from zero. The notable
exception here is that staffers in Democrats’ offices are
less likely to take meetings with donors. Consistent with
Chin et al. (2000), but contrary to Kalla and Broockman
(2016), staff are no more likely to grant meetings to
donors than to geographic constituents.

We remain cautious in our interpretation since un-
observed social desirability bias may disproportionately
influence the negative partisan result, despite intentional
efforts to minimize response effects. However, it is
reasonable to speculate that Democratic staffers’ rela-
tively low willingness to meet with donors is related to
Democrats’ issue ownership of campaign finance re-
form. Accordingly, the results are not dispositive on
whether differences between Republicans’ and Demo-
crats’ likelihood to grant donors access is driven by
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actual partisan behavior or by sensitive-question re-
sponse bias.

The two other factors in the design reveal null results
for access. We find no relationship between the action
being requested or the evidence being offered and the
likelihood to grant the petitioner a meeting. These null
results are unsurprising because the question about taking
a meeting is intuitively directed at the identity of the
person, not necessarily the request or the evidence on
offer.

Using Information

Figure 3 presents staffers’ likelihood to use the infor-
mation offered by the petitioner in preparing recom-
mendations for their boss. This action demands a higher
level of commitment than taking a meeting. While all
staffers are less likely to use information provided by
donors, the effect is stronger among Democrats. In the full
sample, the estimated effects are null for the petitioner’s
identity other than donors, the action being requested, and
the evidence being offered. However, we do observe
distinguishable differences in how staffers in Republican

and Democratic offices rate their likelihood of using in-
formation from a center-right think tank, with Republi-
cans more likely and Democrats less likely. This partisan
difference, however, is not statistically significant when
the information source is a center-left think tank. The
difference between Republican and Democratic staffers
likelihood of using policy evidence from a center-right
think tank is roughly equivalent to half a point on a 5-point
scale. This may reflect the greater ideological unity on the
right (Hacker and Pierson 2010; Grossmann and Hopkins
2016).

Making a Recommendation to the Boss

The highest level of commitment we measure is whether
staffers would side with the petitioner when making rec-
ommendations to their boss. Staff are expected to maintain
their own credibility with their superiors, so picking a side is
a costly professional commitment. Moreover, as gate-
keepers, merely meeting with a person or consuming in-
formation presumes no further action, whereas elevating it to
a superior is a step towards observable public action. Results
are presented in Figure 4.

Figure 2. Likelihood of taking a meeting.
Notes: N = 436. The dependent variable is a five-category “likelihood” Likert-type scale. The baseline categories are Identity = “Constituent,”
Action = “Propose bill,” and Information= “Supportive Polling.” 95% and 85% confidence intervals shown.
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The identity of the petitioner has no effect on a staffer
siding with them. Consistent with institution level status
quo bias (Baumgartner et al. 2009; Enns et al. 2014),
staffers are significantly more likely to recommend
stopping legislation then they are proposing a bill, an
effect that holds for both parties.

There is minimal evidence that staffers are overall more
likely to side with a petitioner bearing information from an
ideological think tank. If anything, staffers are less likely
to side with party-aligned groups compared to individuals
offering their own analysis (the reference category).
Disaggregated results by party reveal a very different pattern.
Democratic (Republican) staff are substantially more likely
to side with the petitioners offering supportive information
from center-left (center-right) think tanks and less likely to
side with center-right (center-left) ones. The estimated ef-
fects for both Democrats and Republicans are significant.
The penalty associatedwith offering information from a non-
aligned think tank is roughly twice the benefit gained from
offering information from an aligned one.

Recalling that the dependent variable is a five-point
likert scale coded as numeric and rescaled to range from

0–1, the effects we find here are substantively quite large.
The difference between Democratic and Republican
staffers likelihood of making a recommendation in line
with a petitioner’s request if they come bearing policy ev-
idence from a center-right think-tank represents a change
roughly equivalent to a full point on the likert scale.

One possible alternative interpretation of the results for
both using information and making a recommendation is
that simply mentioning think tanks in the vignette is itself
a cue about the quality of the information being offered
beyond, “evidence of how their proposal will help jobs
and unemployment.” It is conceivable that staffers rely on
the hypothetical think tank’s ideological alignment be-
cause there is no substantive information to evaluate.
However, both the “evidence from their own analysis”
condition and the “supportive polling” baseline condition
are equally vague as to substance. For example, the
“supportive polling” condition does not offer information
about what substantive questions the hypothetical poll
asked or how the hypothetical participants responded.
Thus, in this context we believe it is appropriate to in-
terpret these partisan differences as a reflection of latent

Figure 3. Likelihood of using information.
Notes: N = 436. The dependent variable is a five-category “likelihood” Likert-type scale. The baseline categories are Identity = “Constituent,”
Action = “Propose bill,” and Information= “Supportive Polling.” 95% and 85% confidence intervals shown.
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predispositions towards the information sources irre-
spective of content.

Representativeness

In addition to outcomes measuring some action, we also
ask respondents, “How representative do you think this
individual is of your district or state’s opinion as a
whole?” Results among all staffers and party subgroups
are shown in Figure 5. Political elites, including legis-
lators and staffers, are systematically biased in their
perceptions of public opinion (Broockman and Skovron
2018; Hertel-Fernandez et al. 2019; Pereira 2021). Our
experiment illuminates how factors like identity and in-
formation source credibility may shape elites’ misper-
ceptions of representativeness.

Staffers view donors, business lobbyists, and consumer
lobbyists as less representative of their district or state’s
opinion than constituents. While the effect of the peti-
tioner being a donor is statistically distinguishable from
zero among Democratic but not Republican staffers, our

estimates of these two partisan effects are not distin-
guishable from each other. Both Democrats and Repub-
licans are less likely to see business and consumer
lobbyists as representative. These results suggest staffers
negatively perceive the so-called “Scarlet L” label for
lobbyists. Most importantly, political elites are fully
cognizant that donors and lobbyists are not representative
of their home-based constituencies, even though the vi-
gnette does not specify any particular issue or express any
opinions per se.

The most striking results are the asymmetric partisan
effects for the perceived representativeness of think tanks.
Both Democrats and Republicans find individuals pre-
senting policy evidence from an ideologically aligned
think tank to be more representative than individuals
presenting supportive polling from their geographic
constituencies. In particular, Republicans reject evidence
from a center-left think tank as less representative of their
constituency’s opinion. In contrast, Democrats’ evalua-
tions of the center-right think tanks are indistinguishable
from polling of their constituents.

Figure 4. Likelihood of making recommendation to boss.
Notes: N = 436. The dependent variable is a five-category “likelihood” Likert-type scale. The baseline categories are Identity = “Constituent,”
Action = “Propose bill,” andInformation= “Supportive Polling.” 95% and 85% confidence intervals shown.
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Information source effects

We undertake an exploratory sub-sample analysis to
understand which staffers drive these partisan results. We
re-code the information source variable as “aligned think
tank” and “non-aligned think tank” by party. The sub-
sequent analysis pools the partisan effects as the rela-
tionship between a think tank’s ideological orientation and
the employing office’s party. We then repeat the same
analyses above, splitting the sample by five staffer
characteristics to simplify interpretation: self-reported
ideology (moderate vs extreme), self-reported party
identification (strong vs weak/independent), knowledge
of parliamentary procedure (median split for correct re-
sponses to battery of factual questions), chamber, and
office type (personal office vs. committee/party leadership
office).14

In Figure 6, we present the AMCE for petitioners
presenting policy evidence from aligned and non-aligned
think tanks, across all four dependent variables. While we
see no significant differences across subsets in the like-
lihood to take a meeting, differences do appear in the

higher stakes actions. Strong partisans are more likely to
use information from an aligned think tank, whereas the
likelihood of using information from aligned and non-
aligned think tanks is indistinguishable among weak
partisans. Similarly, personal office staff use ideological
alignment as a cue for information use, but committee/
leadership staff do not.

Staffers rely more on ideology as a heuristic when taking
a side. Ideological extremists, strong partisans, more
knowledgeable staffers, and personal office staffers are all
more likely to make a recommendation on the petitioner’s
behalf. Staff in both chambers discount evidence from non-
aligned think thanks when making recommendations. And,
strong partisans, more knowledgeable staffers, staffers in
both chambers, and personal office staffers interpret peti-
tioners as more representative when they come bearing
ideologically aligned evidence.

Taken together, this exploratory subgroup analysis
suggests that ideological alignment is a powerful, albeit
implicit, signal to staff. Requests for legislative action
depend heavily on how the request is packaged, which is
distinct from the substance of the request itself.

Figure 5. Representativeness.
Notes: N = 435. The dependent variable is a five-category “likelihood” Likert-type scale. The baseline categories are Identity = “Constituent,”
Action = “Propose bill,” andInformation= “Supportive Polling.” 95% and 85% confidence intervals shown.
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Discussion

We might read the low weight that staff give to meeting
with and to using information from donors as an en-
couraging result for the normative political representation
priority to favor geographic constituents over organized
interests. That said, we are aware that staff may be so-
cialized not to reveal that donors hold sway over offices.
So, polarized attitudes about the role of donors in the
political process may trigger a socially desirable response.
It is possible that staffers have convinced themselves that
they are not likely to grant meetings to donors, even
though they do (Kalla and Broockman 2016). And, this
partisan attribute may not have been as salient when Chin
et al. (2000) found null results for PAC representatives in
the 1990s, before partisan polarization and heightened
electoral competition was so evident. This contradiction
merits further investigation with a design that disentangles
treatment and sensitive-question effects. It may be equally

likely that donors qua donors indeed have little direct
influence. Staffers may be more likely to meet with
lobbyists because they are more likely to provide useful,
actionable information about policy, whereas donors may
not.

Indeed, Kalla and Broockman (2016) find that the most
likely staffer to grant meetings to donors is Chief of Staff,
who is typically designated within an office to be the
liaison to partisan and campaign related constituencies.
These low-risk meetings are often granted as a courtesy.
Most legislators care which organized interests belong to
supportive and opposing policy coalitions, so meeting
with various stakeholders is a matter of due diligence. The
same would not be true for donors to opposing campaigns.
Granting access may be a courteous way to maintain a
professional relationship, even if a meeting does not lead
to a legislative favor for the issue at stake.

Our results are most revealing when we turn to actions
that demand more commitment than simply taking a

Figure 6. Subgroup tests for ideologically aligned sources.
Notes: N = 436 (435 for representativeness”). The dependent variables are five-category “likelihood (Take Meeting, Use Information, and
Recommend to Boss)” or “Representativeness” Likert-type scales. Prompts for center-left (center-right) think tanks have been transformed to match
staff working in in Democratic (Republican) offices for aligned, and vice versa for non-aligned. See Appendix G for full model estimates. 95% and 85%
confidence intervals shown.
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meeting. Our findings are particularly telling for those
seeking to influence Congress: bring policy evidence from
the ideologically “correct” think tank. This is encouraging
if, on balance, staffers seek out credible analysis before
recommending a policy. Deliberation depends on sound
evidence, even if it is produced by organizations with the
imprimatur of the party. Alternatively, strongly partisan
and ideologically extreme staffers’ reliance on in-group
cues may be evidence of epistemic closure, not com-
prehensive information search (Baumgartner and Jones
2015). Moreover the post-treatment behaviors we mea-
sure are highly specialized to the legislative context.
Congressional staff—under supervision of members—
may be professionally socialized to be unwilling to
hear the other side (Grossmann and Hopkins 2016;
Hacker and Pierson 2010).

Thus, our evidence may reveal the cognitive founda-
tions that underlie endemic polarization and subsequent
gridlock in Washington. The largest effects are associated
with ideological alignment within parties, even though we
omit brand names such as the Brookings Institution and
Heritage Foundation. It may hardly be surprising that
Democrats discount evidence from the right, and vice
versa. But our findings are not tied to knee-jerk, normative
partisan talking points; they are associated with seemingly
objective, fact-based analyses. Future experiment designs
may decouple the impact of ideological valence and
policy content of information presented by a petitioner to
assess if information source cues for ideological align-
ment (such as think tanks) may be attenuated with dif-
ferent substantive frames. That said, our vignette did not
describe ideologically opposite think tanks as offering
different substantive conclusions, suggesting the cover
matters more than the book. Healthy democratic deliber-
ation presumes that all ideas are given equal consideration,
even if they are to be rejected on merit or used to develop
counterarguments. The interest group deliberation ideal can’t
be satisfied when the other side is summarily ignored, es-
pecially if its credibility is judged solely on the messenger
rather than the message (Mansbridge 1992).

Conclusion

Our investigation suggests a possible causal mechanism
for recent observations that while both Democrats and
Republicans listen only to co-partisans, Republicans
support policies favored more by rich constituents than
poor constituents (Lax et al. 2019). Perhaps think tanks act
as intermediaries, validating low-tax, anti-regulatory
concerns of wealthy donors primarily on the political
right (see, e.g., Smith 2009; Mayer 2016). If so, there’s
little need for wealthy donors to seek anything more than
mere access, so long as others produce and package the
right message for them. In this case, campaign donations

buy very little. And both lawmakers and their campaign
benefactors can claim the absence of a quid pro quo.

Think tanks as inherently partisan organized interests
merit further study if they indeed serve as credible signals for
those seeking policy influence. For example, how do the
research and policy agendas of left and right think tanks
differ?What policies do they prioritize and ignore? And how
do corporations, wealthy donors, and foundations who fund
think tanks shape these agendas? Recent observational work
by Smith (2000), Lerner (2018), Fagan (2019), and Furnas
(2020) have explored think tanks as ideological actors in
national policymaking. Together with this project, this
scholarship suggests the role of think tanks as institutions
embedded in party networks and as conduits of interest
group influence deserves increased attention.

Further, we note that both Democrats and Republicans
are more likely to side with those who say they want to
stop a bill. There are several plausible explanations for this
finding. First, introducing new legislation is a very public
act, while efforts to stop legislation tend to be substantially
less visible. Those worried about push-back their actions
may initiate might tend to favor obstructive action over
introducing a new bill. Alternately, staffers’ tendency to side
with those seeking to stop legislation may reflect either a
generalized skepticism borne out of experience among
staffers: that there are more bad ideas than good ideas in
legislation. Or, simply the experiment reveals the individual
basis of the broader status quo bias. Multiple veto points
creates conditions that make it much less risky to say “No,
thanks,” than it is to painstakingly build complex supportive
coalitions to move the needle on a pet policy.

Legislators and their staff do seek out information and
analysis even as they are inundated with unsolicited ad-
vice. To cut through the fog of information overload, they
seek it out from their friends only. Think tanks offer an
easy heuristic for credibility and belief confirmation, but
only if they are already on your side. As with most
heuristics, their use may lead to mostly correct decisions
in the long run, but can also introduce systematic blind-
spot errors. Consequently, think tanks have become im-
portant interlocutors in the Washington influence spheres,
as both producers and marketers of important policy ideas.
However, think tanks depend on private funding, which is
not always transparent. Indeed, anecdotal evidence sug-
gests business lobbyists advise their clients to fund a
trusted think tank to do research supporting their position
(Baumgartner et al. 2009; Drutman 2015). These often
opaque motivations should raise concerns about moneyed
interests, information provision, and action in Congress.
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Notes

1. More than 60 senior staff were interviewed for this project
prior to fielding the survey among all staff. Details of in-
terview protocols may be found in Online Appendix H.
Quotations from transcriptions have been lightly edited for
readability and to maintain interviewees’ strict confidentiality.

2. Pr(Use Information 2 {Very likely, Somewhat likely} | Take
Meeting 2 {Very likely, Somewhat likely}) = 49%.

3. Pr(Recommend to Boss 2 {Very likely, Somewhat likely} |
Use Information 2 {Very likely, Somewhat likely} & Take
Meeting 2 {Very likely, Somewhat likely}) = 29%.

4. See Online Appendix C for descriptive statistics for these
responses.

5. More details on the 2017 CCS sampling and fielding
methodology are in Online Appendix A.

6. Respondents are political appointees in 133 House personal
offices, 27 House committee or leadership offices,

7. Senate personal offices, and 24 Senate committee or lead-
ership offices.

8. Hertel-Fernandez et al. (2019), for instance, focused on
surveying the most senior members within an office, that is,
chiefs of staff and legislative directors only.

9. We do not claim that lobbyists never target opponents or
fence-sitters, but rather that the predominant tactic is to
identify legislative allies, where their informational
“matching grants” will more effectively prioritize the issues
they advocate (Hall and Deardorff 2006). The vignette
presumes that staffers who routinely interact with allied
lobbyists intuit that this predominant tactic is the default.

10. Exact question wording is available in Online Appendix B.
11. Available at https://osf.io/45ypc
12. We report ANOVA and t-test results in online Appendix D

to be consistent with our initial analysis plan. The rela-
tionship between party identification and the ideology of the
source information is consistent with our expectations using
pairwise t-tests.

13. We display both 95% and 85% confidence intervals. Payton
et al. (2003) demonstrate non-overlapping 85% confidence
intervals are an appropriate test of statistical significance for
the difference between two parameter estimates with
roughly equal variance.

14. Details of measurement construction for these five factors
are reported in Online Appendix F.
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