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Abstract
Lobbying expenditures are widely used as a proxy variable for measuring lobbying activity. However, the
validity of this approach has rarely been examined and existing justifications do not account for hetero-
geneity in expenditure formats across types of lobbyists. I address the question using unique lobbying dis-
closure data from Wisconsin, where lobbying organizations report both expenditures on lobbying-related
activities and lobbyists’ hours worked. Strong overall correlations between changes in expenditures and
hours worked within organization–lobbyist dyads indicate that lobbying expenditures can serve as a rea-
sonable proxy. However, caution is warranted due to substantial heterogeneity, with contract lobbyist rela-
tionships exhibiting weaker correlations than in-house relationships. I conclude by providing suggestions
to improve empirical analyses that rely on lobbying expenditures.

Keyword: Measurement

1. Introduction
Across disciplines, social scientists who examine the role of money in politics frequently use
lobbying expenditures to measure the intensity of lobbying activity. For example, scholars have
used lobbying expenditures to examine the effect of lobbying on firms’ effective tax rates
(Richter et al., 2009), the likelihood of climate change policy implementation (Meng and
Rode, 2019), how many work visas are allocated to specific economic sectors (Facchini et al.,
2011), the extent to which philanthropic giving of firms is politically motivated (Bertrand
et al., 2020), and the effect of political risk on political engagement by firms (Hassan et al.,
2019).1 However, it is unclear to what extent lobbying expenditures are a good proxy for the
intensity of lobbying activity, and consequently, whether inferences drawn from analyses using
such proxies are valid.

Studies that use lobbying expenditures by clients—a term for organizations or individuals that
hire lobbyists—as a proxy variable generally do so without providing an explicit justification or
discussing potential sources of measurement error.2 The existing justifications for the approach
that focus on the intensive margin link variation in expenditures to variation in the amount or

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of EPS Academic Ltd. This is an Open Access article, distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-
use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

1De Figueiredo and Richter (2014) and Bombardini and Trebbi (2020) provide extensive overviews of related research.
2Occasionally discussed sources of bias are reporting thresholds, exemptions, and loopholes (e.g., Leech et al., 2005;

Thomas and LaPira, 2017; Libgober and Carpenter, 2024) and variation in disclosure requirements (De Figueiredo and
Richter, 2014).
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hours of lobbyist work (Richter et al., 2009; Drutman, 2015, 11). However, such arguments fail to
consider heterogeneity in formats that are used to compensate lobbyists. While lobbying expen-
ditures that are directly based on hourly rates should capture variation in lobbying intensity well,
the approach may be less successful when compensation takes the form of flat (or “fixed”) fees
that cover longer time periods. Such flat fees are likely to be more common in agreements with
contract lobbyists, or the lobbying or law firms they work for, than in-house lobbyists.

To examine if lobbying expenditures can serve as a valid proxy for the intensity of lobbying
activity, and whether this differs across types of lobbyist and levels of temporal aggregation, I
use data from unique lobbying disclosure requirements in the US state of Wisconsin that are
well suited to address these difficult questions. In particular, clients in Wisconsin report both
the hours their lobbyists spent working and their expenditures on lobbyists in half-yearly disclo-
sures that distinguish between contract and in-house lobbyists. Using these disclosures, I assem-
ble a new dataset of 43,817 client–lobbyist dyad observations from 2005 to 2018 which includes
lobbying expenditures, hours worked, lobbyist type (contract versus in-house), and client organ-
ization type.

I then leverage information on the number of hours worked to examine whether changes in
expenditures capture changes in the intensity of lobbying activity. To account for differential
rates of compensation and quality as well as quantity of work, I analyze correlations of within-
biennium changes in expenditures and hours worked at the level of the client–lobbyist dyad.
Since contract lobbyists are likely to differ from in-house lobbyists in the extent to which clients
pay them via flat fees, I distinguish between both types of lobbyists, and also conduct analyses at
different levels of temporal aggregation.

I find that, within client–lobbyist dyads, deviations in expenditures from biennium means are
strongly correlated to such deviations in the amount of hours worked. However, there is substan-
tial heterogeneity by type of lobbyist, with stronger correlations for in-house compared to con-
tract lobbyists. Further, I find smaller differences between in-house and contract lobbyists in
analyses at higher levels of temporal aggregation.

The results suggest that variation in lobbying expenditures can serve as a reasonable proxy
for variation in lobbying activity. However, heterogeneity across types of lobbyists and lower
correlations for contract lobbyists (especially when they are lobbying for business entities)
warrant caution when using data where contract lobbying predominates, such as lobbying
by business entities and federal lobbying in the US (e.g., Drutman, 2015, 134; Strickland
and Crosson, 2023).3 Caution is especially warranted when analyzing such data at low levels
of temporal aggregation (e.g., quarterly). In these cases, the risk for systematic measurement
error and faulty inferences is higher than for analyses using data dominated by in-house
lobbying. The methodological relevance of the results is further increased by supplemental
analyses supporting an external validity of the results at the federal level (Supplemental
Appendix A1). These findings will help clarify mixed results on the role of money in politics
and serve to detect false positives and false negatives.

When substantively appropriate, I recommend that researchers conduct subset analyses dis-
tinguishing clients by their relative reliance on contract lobbyists, to ensure that results are not
exclusively driven by such lobbyists. When using expenditures as independent variables, I
advise researchers to examine differences between the coefficients for contract and in-house
lobbying expenditures. Further, whenever analyses include high proportions of contract lobby-
ists, researchers should consider higher levels of temporal aggregation of the data to reduce
measurement error.

3In Supplemental Appendix 5.8, I provide evidence on the prevalence of contract lobbying across states and the federal
level. Moreover, I show that federal contract lobbying is more prevalent among business interests than labor unions or ideo-
logical groups. For example, the business-related sector with the lowest proportion of client–contract lobbyist relationships is
“Agribusiness,” with 77 percent.
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2. Potential pitfalls when using lobbying expenditures as a proxy
Existing justifications for using lobbying expenditures to proxy for lobbying activity highlight
the potential to capture variation in the number of hours of lobbyist work, especially as com-
pared to registrations of lobbyists (Richter et al., 2009; Drutman, 2015, 11).4 Such arguments
appear apt when reported lobbying expenditures are closely tied to hourly rates of compensa-
tion. However, many lobbyists and lobbying firms are paid via flat fees or retainers based on
contracts which specify lobbyists’ activities or their availability to work for a client for a par-
ticular period of time.5 Since compensation via flat fees relies on an expectation of lobbying
activity, error will be introduced when the expectation differs from actual activity. Moreover,
when contracts cover longer time periods, for example, to smooth compensation and ensure
a stream of income during times of lower activity, analyses that use more temporally fine-
grained units than the contract periods will further introduce measurement error (LaPira
and Thomas, 2020). Additionally, since the value of lobbyists’ services is often based on con-
nections (Blanes i Vidal et al., 2012; Bertrand et al., 2014), reputation, or prestige (Furnas et al.,
2019; Hirsch et al., 2023), expenditures often compensate for relatively constant characteristics
rather than variable effort.

Several reasons suggest that flat fees are more common among clients’ expenditures on con-
tract lobbyists compared to in-house lobbyists.6 First, as contract lobbyists rely more strongly on
connections, prestige, and expertise than in-house lobbyists (e.g., Rosenthal, 2001; Bertrand et al.,
2014), a larger part of what contract lobbyists are “selling” can be captured with a flat fee.7

Second, since obtaining timely access to public officials requires seemingly unproductive activity
that is difficult to justify as “billable hours,” contract lobbyists and/or their firms may prefer pay-
ment via flat fees that also incorporate the anticipated workload (Rosenthal, 2001, 179; Ho,
2011).8 Third, flat fees have been argued to create better incentives for contract lobbyists to
solve problems quickly (Guyer, 2018, 107). Fourth, as contract lobbyists are not subject to clients’
organizational hierarchies, conflicting interests of clients and contract lobbyists can prevent
adjustments to lobbying efforts through follow-up agreements (Williamson, 1979, 251). Hence,
clients may be better off securing lobbyists’ availability in advance.

Direct evidence on the prevalence of flat fees in the lobbying industry is rare, but agreements
between lobbying firms and foreign entities in Foreign Agent Registration Act disclosures are sug-
gestive. For example, among disclosures filed in 2017–2018 by 20 top federal lobbying firms, 87
percent of agreements included flat fees. In Supplemental Appendix A1, I provide additional
details on this example and indirect evidence from federal and Wisconsin lobbying disclosures
that flat fees are more prevalent for contract than in-house lobbying expenditures. Given this
greater prevalence, lobbying expenditures are expected to be a better proxy for in-house com-
pared to contract lobbyists.

4Other justifications for proxy measures of lobbying include correlations between multiple proxies (e.g., Leech et al., 2005).
5Fixed-fee contracts specify flat fees for services agreed upon in advance. Retainers involve down payments to secure avail-

ability for services and can function as flat fees, for example, if down payments are not refundable. Even when legal, contin-
gency fees for lobbying outcomes appear not to be common (Vronsky, 2005).

6Whereas in-house lobbyists are generally the employees of one client, contract lobbyists frequently work for multiple cli-
ents under contracts that specify both compensation and scope of lobbying activities.

7Results in Supplemental Appendix A6 show that, on average and across all clients, contract lobbyists communicate more
with public officials than do in-house lobbyists. Moreover, clients with contract lobbyists are more likely to lobby on topics
which require good connections to public officials.

8Even when a client pays a lobbying firm via flat fees, the firm’s lobbyists need not be compensated in proportion to hours
worked. In general, lobbying disclosures tend to cover only immediate expenditures, and not, for example, payments from
lobbying firms to their lobbyists.
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3. Data
For the analysis, I rely on “Statements of Lobbying Activity and Expenditures” (SLAEs), which
are half-yearly disclosures (January–June; July–December) required of lobbying clients in
Wisconsin.9 A unique feature of these disclosures is that clients need to report not only lobbying
expenditures but also the number of hours their lobbyists spent working for them.10 To my
knowledge, this combination of requirements does not exist in other US states, at the federal
level, or in other countries.11 As explained in the next section, this enables an examination of
the extent to which changes in expenditures reflect changes in the intensity of lobbying.12

I collected the available SLAEs and classifications of client types (e.g., business entities, asso-
ciations, etc.) for all registered clients between 2005 and 2018 from the Wisconsin Ethics
Commission’s lobbying disclosure website, lobbying.wi.gov. Next, I assembled information
from these disclosures in a new dataset indicating for each half-year and client–lobbyist relation-
ship the number of hours worked, client expenditures on the lobbyist, lobbyist type (contract ver-
sus in-house), the lobbyist’s employer, and client type.13 The resulting dataset includes 43,817
observations, of which 28,541 are classified as “contract” and 15,276 as “in-house.” Some
1,956 observations based on clients’ employees lobbying as non-licensed lobbyists (non-lobbyist”)
are excluded from the main analyses because expenditures and hours are not itemized by indi-
vidual non-lobbyists.14

4. Empirical approach
Using lobbying expenditures and hours worked to examine the extent to which lobbying expen-
ditures are a good proxy for lobbying activity requires several assumptions and clarifications. I do
not assume that lobbying activity is necessarily better operationalized by the raw number of hours
worked than by lobbying expenditures, because a good operationalization of lobbying activity
should capture both the quantity and quality of effort. Factors such as connections, reputation,
and expertise affect the quality of lobbyists effort and can be assumed to be priced into compen-
sation rates of lobbyists, even if imperfectly. Hence, instead of looking at raw hours worked and
expenditures, a better approach is to examine changes in hours worked and expenditures within
client–lobbyist dyads, where a relatively constant compensation rate—that is geared to capture the
quality of effort—can be assumed, especially over shorter periods.

Therefore, I examine the correlation between changes in lobbying expenditures and hours
worked within client–lobbyist dyads and within a given biennium.15 Here, biennium refers to
a two-year period starting at the beginning of an odd calendar year and ending at the end of
an even year. To focus on the intensive margin, I exclude observations with zero expenditures.16

9See Chapter 13, Subchapter III, Wisconsin Statutes and the Wisconsin Ethics Commission’s Lobbying User’s Guide
(https://ethics.wi.gov/Resources/Lobbying Users Guide 07192022.pdf).

10Fines and jail time for misreporting (Section 13.69, Wisconsin Statutes), reputational incentives to report information
truthfully (e.g., Bertrand et al., 2014; Groll and Ellis, 2017), and monitoring by clients should make deliberate misreporting
rare. Supplemental Appendix A7, provides evidence that incorrect disclosures of hours are unlikely to drive the results.

11Grasse and Heidbreder (2011) and Lewis (2013) use these data to examine how lobbying affects legislative outcomes.
12In Supplemental Appendix A2, I provide additional information about the disclosures.
13All hours worked and in-house lobbyists’ salaries (specifically, portions of salaries attributable to lobbying-related activ-

ities) are disclosed at the lobbyist level. Expenditures on contract lobbyists can be disclosed at the level of the lobbyist or the
lobbying firm. When it is the latter, I attribute clients’ expenditures to lobbyists in proportion to hours worked. To the extent
this assumption is incorrect, the results should overstate the extent to which lobbying expenditures are a good proxy for
lobbying activity by contract lobbyists. Please see Supplemental Appendix A3 for details on coding decisions.

14Supplemental Appendix A5.1 provides descriptive statistics on overall expenditures and hours worked.
15Expenditures are inflation-adjusted to January 2020 US Dollars.
16About 90 percent of these observations have zero hours worked associated with them. I also exclude client–lobbyist

dyads with only one half-year of non-zero expenditures within a biennium. Depending on the analysis, these choices reduce
the number of observations by between 17 and 32 percent (see Supplemental Appendix A4).
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Since some observations have non-zero expenditures but zero hours worked, I transform the
hours worked variable to give zero weight to the extensive margin of whether there were any
hours worked or not (Chen and Roth, 2024).17 Then, for each client–lobbyist dyad, I estimate
the Pearson correlation coefficient for the correlation between the log difference from the bien-
nium mean in expenditures (ln(amountt∈b)− ln(mean(amountb))) and hours worked by a lobby-
ist (ln(hourst∈b)− ln(mean(hoursb))), where t is a half-year and b is a biennium.

As clients’ are more likely to use flat fees when compensating contract lobbyists than when
compensating in-house lobbyists, I further distinguish between “contract” and “in-house” lobby-
ists.18 Further, since flat fees may be structured to smooth compensation across longer time per-
iods, I examine correlations at a higher level of temporal aggregation. In particular, I estimate the
same correlations as before, but with expenditures and hours aggregated to the yearly level and
with deviations (in log differences) from the overall, instead of biennial, client–lobbyist means.19

5. Results
Panels 1 through 3 in Figure 1 show deviations of client–lobbyist dyad expenditures and hours
worked from client–lobbyist–biennium means—with half-yearly deviations measured in log dif-
ferences—and the correlations between these deviations. Focusing first on the relationship for all
lobbyist (panel 1), there is a strong correlation, with an r of 0.722 (0.004). However, there are
important differences between contract (panel 2) and in-house lobbyists (panel 3). In particular,
with a coefficient of 0.637 (0.006) the correlation for contract lobbyists is weaker than for
in-house lobbyists, with a coefficient of 0.866 (0.005). Supplemental Appendix A5.4 shows that
differences between contract and in-house lobbyists persist across organization types, the pres-
ence of the other lobbyist type, and whether or not lobbyists work for multiple clients.

Next, I examine deviations of yearly expenditures and hours worked from overall client–lob-
byist means (panels 4–6). As expected, coefficients are larger when using the temporally aggre-
gated variables, with a correlation of 0.777 (0.005) for all lobbyists. Interestingly, the difference is
especially pronounced for contract lobbyists, with an r of 0.719 (0.007) for the aggregated data,
compared to 0.638 (0.006) for the non-aggregated data. For in-house lobbyists, the difference is
smaller, with a correlation of 0.881 (0.006) for the aggregated data, compared to 0.866 (0.005) for
the non-aggregated data. These results indicate that, on average, contract lobbyist expenditures
are less sensitive than in-house lobbyist expenditures to variation in the intensity of lobbying,
especially in the short run. In Supplemental Appendices A5.2, A5.6, and A5.7, I show that differ-
ences between contract and in-house lobbyists are accentuated when weighting based on propor-
tions of lobbying expenditures attributable to a dyad or when aggregating hours and expenditures
at the level of lobbyist employer or client.

6. Discussion
Using unique lobbying disclosure data from Wisconsin, I find that within client–lobbyist dyads,
changes in expenditures are strongly correlated with changes in the number of hours worked.
Moreover, I find substantial heterogeneity, with subset analyses showing stronger correlations

17Specifically, zero-valued observations are assigned the minimum positive value in the respective sample before dividing
the values of all observations by that minimum value. Such observations, which are consistent with flat fees or inconsistencies
in the data, account for less than 1 percent of observations and total in-sample expenditures.

18Contract lobbyists tend to have multiple clients and in-house lobbyists tend to work for a single client. However, 3 per-
cent of “in-house” observations in the analysis sample are from lobbyists working for multiple clients and 4.3 percent of “con-
tract” observations are from lobbyists working for a single client at a given time.

19This requires the stronger assumption that compensation rates are constant within client–lobbyist dyads across bienni-
ums. For this analysis, I exclude client–lobbyist pairs which have only one total observation with non-zero expenditures dur-
ing the sample period.
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for in-house lobbyists than for contract lobbyists. Further, correlations are stronger in data aggre-
gated to the yearly level, especially for contract lobbyists.

These results show that using lobbying expenditures as a proxy for lobbying activity is a rea-
sonable approach that can lead to valid inferences. However, they also highlight sources of sys-
tematic measurement error and bias, whether lobbying expenditures are used to construct
independent or dependent variables (e.g., Gallop and Weschle, 2019). Specifically, to the extent
that clients pay contract lobbyists or their firms via flat fees, expenditures for contract lobbyists
are likely to have more measurement error than in-house lobbying expenditures when proxying
for lobbying activity.20 This is especially the case when contracts cover longer time periods and
data are analyzed at low levels of temporal aggregation. Since businesses and associations pre-
dominantly engage contract lobbyists, measurement error is going to be a greater concern in ana-
lyses of business interests than in those of other interests, such as labor unions, for which
in-house lobbying is more common.21 As supplemental analyses support the external validity
of the results at the US federal level, the findings should prove useful in helping to clarify
mixed results, and avoid false positives and negatives.

Figure 1. Within client–lobbyist dyad deviations from means in lobbying expenditures and hours worked. Note: Panels 1–3
show half-yearly deviations in client–lobbyist dyad expenditures and hours worked from client–lobbyist–biennium (two-
year) means, with deviations measured in log differences. Panels 4–6 show yearly deviations in client–lobbyist dyad expen-
ditures and hours worked from overall (sample) client–lobbyist dyad means. Black lines show LOWESS curves. Panels show
correlation coefficients (standard errors in parentheses) and sample sizes.

20For example, 27 percent of in-sample lobbying firm–client–year relationships have constant expenditures across half
years but non-constant hours, which only occurs for 1 percent of clients’ in-house lobbyists (see Supplemental Appendix
A5.9 for details and additional contextualization of the results).

21In Supplemental Appendix A5.3, I show that correlations are particularly low for organization types with high propor-
tions of contract lobbyists.
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Specifically, the findings suggest several avenues to improve future research that uses lobbying
expenditures as a proxy for lobbying activity. First, information on whether expenditures are for
in-house or contract lobbyists—which is frequently available, including in federal lobbying data—
enable different types of robustness checks. In particular, when dependent variables are based on
lobbying expenditures, I recommend that researchers perform subset analyses that distinguish cli-
ents by their relative reliance on contract lobbyists to ensure that results are not exclusively driven
by contract lobbyists. When researchers use lobbying expenditures as independent variables, I
suggest they examine differences between the coefficients for contract and in-house lobbying
expenditures. Further, combining analyses using expenditures with other measures of lobbying
activity, for example, based on bills lobbied or committee appearances (e.g., Drutman, 2015;
Lee and You, 2023) can clarify the extent to which there is variation in lobbying activity, espe-
cially if expenditures are constant over time or clients report zero expenditures in some filing per-
iods. Finally, since temporally fine-grained expenditure data need not be best for reducing
measurement error, researchers should consider higher levels of temporal aggregation in analyses
where contract lobbying predominates, such as federal-level lobbying in the US.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2024.59.
To obtain replication material for this article, https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/VOZCAL
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