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Abstract 

Few studies of congressional staff who go through the “revolving door” to become 

lobbyists consider which staff members are most likely to do so, or why. We argue that a 

large part of the explanation lies in which congressional office a staffer works in. Given the 

substantial financial premium associated with Capitol Hill experience in the lobbying industry, 

there is good reason to believe that staff are strategic in leveraging their public experience in 

the private labor market. Further, firms and organizations are also strategic as they seek to 

hire lobbyists who offer the best “political insurance.” Employing a comprehensive dataset of 

congressional staff employment histories matched to lobbying disclosure filings from 2000-

2016, we provide evidence that staff become lobbyists at higher rates when their salaries are 

low but the prestige of the office is high. This research contributes to existing work on the 

revolving door phenomenon by adding needed context about who becomes a lobbyist and 

why, and it speaks to larger questions about institutional power in Congress and 

congressional capacity. 
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1 Introduction 

Trust in Congress is at near-historic lows, and the regular transition of congressional staff 

into lucrative lobbying jobs does little to foster public sentiment in its favor. On the other 

hand, it is hard to blame congressional staff, who are frequently underpaid and overworked 

(Congressional Management Foundation, 2012), for desiring an increase in pay and working 

conditions. Evidence suggests staff are financially rewarded on K Street for their 

congressional backgrounds (e.g., Blanes i Vidal, Draca and Fons-Rosen, 2012; McCrain, 

Forthcoming). With the wage gap between public and private sectors increasing, privately 

paid interests are filling in for the lack of capacity created by the frequent transition of staff 

through the revolving door (LaPira and Thomas, 2017). Perhaps, then, there is reason for the 

low levels of trust in Congress—because our elected officials do not have the resources 

required to perform their jobs. 

Lobbying is a fact of life in Congress, and there is little question that Congress relies on 

lobbyists to provide expertise (some strategic cites here, e.g., Ainsworth, 1993; Hall and 

Deardorff, 2006). 1 We know that lobbyists who formerly worked on Capitol Hill garner high 

premia on K Street as they are valued for their connections and expertise (Blanes i Vidal, 

Draca and Fons-Rosen, 2012; Bertrand, Bombardini and Trebbi, 2014; McCrain, Forthcoming; 

LaPira and Thomas, 2017). However, existing work sheds little light on when and why 

particular congressional staffers choose to become lobbyists. As congressional capacity 

continues to decrease, it is important to identify some of the causes of the staff brain drain 

from Capitol Hill toward K Street. 2 Understanding the precursors that lead individuals to exit 

Congress and enter the private sector as a lobbyist is important if we wish to evaluate the 

                     

 1A recent Roll Call article quotes committee staff, suggesting that Congress does not have 

the resources to fulfill its promised legislative agenda: 

http://www.rollcall.com/news/policy/staff-departures-undermine- gop-legislative-agenda 

 2Congress itself is keenly aware of this issue: Reps. Lapinski and LaHood recently sponsored 

a bipartisan resolution to establish a Joint Committee on the Organization of Congress. 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/community/chi-ugc-article-reps-

lipinski-and- lahood-lead-bipartisan-eff-2017-02-22-story.html 

http://www.rollcall.com/news/policy/staff-departures-undermine-gop-legislative-agenda
http://www.rollcall.com/news/policy/staff-departures-undermine-gop-legislative-agenda
http://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/community/chi-ugc-article-reps-lipinski-and-lahood-lead-bipartisan-eff-2017-02-22-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/community/chi-ugc-article-reps-lipinski-and-lahood-lead-bipartisan-eff-2017-02-22-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/community/chi-ugc-article-reps-lipinski-and-lahood-lead-bipartisan-eff-2017-02-22-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/suburbs/daily-southtown/community/chi-ugc-article-reps-lipinski-and-lahood-lead-bipartisan-eff-2017-02-22-story.html


 

 

nature and quality of the information and assistance such lobbyists use to influence 

legislative decisionmakers. 

This paper complements the lobbying literature by providing systematic evidence of 

which members lose staff to the revolving door and why. Using a comprehensive dataset of 

congressional staff employment histories from 2000-2016 matched to lobbying disclosure 

reports over the same period, we show that both congressional personnel and lobbyist 

employers are strategic as they make decisions about when to exit Congress or which 

congressional staff to hire. We show that the decisions of staff member to become lobbyists 

can be explained in part based on the institutional and political positions of their bosses. We 

argue that staff strategically choose whether and when to exit Congress based on the 

institutional and political status of the member for whom they work. Doing so enables staff 

to maximize the financial rewards they receive as they enter the lobbying industry. 

This research also contributes to our understanding of congressional capacity and its 

effects on Congress’s ability to perform their constitutionally mandated tasks (e.g., Adler and 

Wilkerson, 2013; Ehrenfreund, 2017; Clarke, N.d.). As a recent survey of staff has shown that 

staffers themselves do not believe they have the needed resources to perform their jobs 3 it 

is perhaps unsurprising that Americans are upset with Congress’ ineptitude. Further, as a 

body of literature on bureaucratic personnel has suggested (e.g., Gailmard and Patty, 2007, 

2012; Bertelli and Lewis, 2012; Bolton, Potter and Thrower, 2015), lack of capacity in 

personnel has policy effects and is frequently a function of the asymmetry between 

congressional staff members’ government salary and the salary they could receive as 

lobbyists. 

  

                     

 3http: //www.congressfoundation.org/projects/resilient-democracy-coalition / state-of-the-

congress 

http://www.congressfoundation.org/projects/resilient-democracy-coalition
http://www.congressfoundation.org/projects/resilient-democracy-coalition


 

 

2 Revolving Door Lobbying and Congressional Staff 

Lobbying in Congress is often conceived of as a benefit to both the lawmaker and the 

lobbyist.Members of Congress, who are increasingly constrained in their time (e.g., Grim and 

Siddiqui,2013; Whiteman, 1995; Leal and Hess, 2004), frequently rely on outside sources of 

expertise to gain information about the policy environment (e.g., Austen-Smith and Wright, 

1992; Ainsworth, 1993, 1997; Schnakenberg, 2016). Lobbyists have the time and resources to 

subsidize a congressional office (Hall and Deardorff, 2006), providing expertise on policy and 

strategy for progressing a legislative effort through the process (LaPira and Thomas, 2017). 

As LaPira and Thomas (2017) argue, the lack of internal capacity in Congress is 

combining with increasing uncertainty in the policy process to potentially exacerbate 

Congress’ reliance on lobbyists’ expertise (see also: Curry, 2015; Clarke, N.d.). 4 Trends in 

staffing levels, especially in the House, back this up. 5 

As congressional offices rely on fewer and fewer staff, each individual staffer becomes 

more important. This aligns with previous literature that has found substantial importance 

and independence possessed by staff in the policy making process.(e.g., Price, 1971; Fox and 

Hammond, 1977; Malbin, 1980; Salisbury and Shepsle, 1981; DeGregorio, 1988; Hall, 1998; 

Montgomery and Nyhan, 2017). In other words, staff were already important political actors 

on Capitol Hill, and their responsibilities have increased over time. This has occurred 

simultaneously with a changing political environment where members have little time to 

consider increasingly complex policy (Ornstein, Mann and Malbin, 2009; Curry, 2015). As a 

result, in surveys staff often complain that they are over-worked and cite a desire for higher 

pay as one of their most important considerations as they decide whether or not to leave the 

                     

 4Hall (1998, 23) quotes one representative: “I feel like I’m spread thin all the time. There’s 

never any time to read or think an issue through.” 

 5The House is perhaps hardest hit, since congressional appropriations set fixed salary 

amounts that apply to all non-leadership offices, and this amount has increased little since 

the 1990s. 



 

 

Hill (Congressional Management Foundation, 2012). 6 

Empirical research on lobbyists who go through the revolving door suggests that a) 

lobbying firms understand the importance of congressional staff in Congress and b) 

congressional staff have strong incentives to build a resume that is attractive to the lobbying 

industry (Cain and Drutman, 2014; LaPira and Thomas, 2014). Blanes i Vidal, Draca and Fons- 

Rosen (2012) find that former congressional staffers who become lobbyists earn 24% more in 

lobbying revenue when they have a link to a sitting senator compared to the same lobbyist 

when they do not have such a link. Bertrand, Bombardini and Trebbi (2014) reports that 

these lobbyists benefit from both connections and expertise in lobbying, but that 

connections are of particular value. Similarly, McCrain (Forthcoming) finds that congressional 

staff are differentially valuable as lobbyists based on how well connected they are to other 

congressional staff, arguing these connections facilitate the task of lobbying as a legislative 

subsidy. The research on lobbying revenue strongly suggests that the lobbyists who are most 

adept at providing a legislative subsidy are more highly valued. In other words, lobbying 

firms understand the importance of working directly with staff and hire those who can best 

subsidize legislators’activiites. 

Nonetheless, we know little about which staff become lobbyists, when they choose to 

leave Capitol Hill, and what aspects of their employment situation may be correlated with 

greater likelihood of becoming a lobbyist. In the next section we explicitly develop empirical 

expectations and testable hypotheses related to these questions and the previous literature 

on Congressional policymaking and lobbying. 

3 Policymaking in Congress & Lobbying 

The question we ask in this paper is, which congressional offices employ staff who go on to 

become revolving-door lobbyists? To ask this question is also to ask, which offices put staff 

                     

 6In this survey, 45% cited pay as a reason they have considered leaving the Hill entirely, and 

51% cite it as reason to leave their current office. 



 

 

in a position to make them desirable hires for lobbying organizations? LaPira and Thomas 

(2017) argue that the primary resource revolving door lobbyists sell to their clients is 

“insurance” against political outcomes which may have a negative effect on their businesses 

or other interests. Clients seek out lobbyists who are best able to foresee the actions the 

government might undertake in the near future; and who can forestall, mitigate, or prevent 

those actions that could negatively affect the client. Congressional staff (and other 

government employees) can be valuable and effective lobbyists because they have 

knowledge, skills and interpersonal relationships conducive to providing these services to 

clients. Therefore, a large part of the question of which congressional offices are most likely 

to produce lobbyist boils down to which offices impart to staff these knowledge, skills, and 

relationships. 

Our answer is that the offices of members who are closest to the policymaking process 

are most attractive to lobbying organizations because of the access they have to many, 

powerful people on Capitol Hill. Put simply, the most powerful members of Congress are the 

most likely to produce alumni who become lobbyists. This expectation aligns with research 

that finds members with senior committee positions and in party leadership roles wield 

substantial influence, and that this influence has increased in recent years (e.g., Volden and 

Wiseman, 2014; Berry and Fowler, 2015; Curry, 2015). Members who are closest to the policy 

making process are involved in the development of legislation; in the negotiations over 

whether that legislation gets passed, and in what form; in the give-and-take which occurs 

when leadership is negotiating activities which with members in order to win their vote; and 

all of the other myriad activities which are part and parcel of conducting business in 

Congress. As such, our initial prediction is that the offices of powerful members of Congress 

are most likely to produce lobbyists.  

However, there is another side to this coin: the closer a member is to the policymaking 

process, the more powerful are her staffers and (presumably) the more desirable are the staff 

positions in the office. As Salisbury and Shepsle (1981) argue, staff view their time on Capitol 

Hill as a “credentialing experience” whereby they seek to maximize the future benefit of their 



 

 

current employment. In other words, staff implicitly make an expected utility calculation when 

they consider leaving a congressional office to join the lobbying industry. Like every expected 

utility calculation, there are costs and benefits associated with the move. The benefits are 

visible and widely reported on—a sizeable increase in salary and in most cases better 

working hours. The costs, which are much less commented upon in the popular media, come 

in the form of reduced influence over the policy making process. While it is true that 

lobbyists are influential, they are at least one step removed from the decisions being made 

on Capitol Hill—indeed, their job is try to influence those who actually make decisions on 

legislation. Hill staffers hold largely the same type of influence—their power lies in being 

close to the Congress members who make policy decisions. The more powerful a member of 

Congress is, the more powerful his or her staffers are. But as a result, these staffers will 

similarly pay a higher cost for leaving Congress. Economically, this higher cost is reflected in 

the higher salaries lobbying firms offer to staffers who come from powerful offices (Blanes i 

Vidal, Draca and Fons-Rosen, 2012; Bertrand, Bombardini and Trebbi, 2014; McCrain, 

Forthcoming). Observationally, the cost is reflected in a countervailing prediction—the offices 

of powerful members of Congress may also be the least likely to produce lobbyists.  

A second macro-level factor that we believe influences the movement of staffers to the 

lobbying world is what we call “office culture.” Simply put, some congressional offices have 

closer relationships with lobbyists than other offices. Lobbyists provide a “legislative subsidy”, 

supplying labor and expertise to member offices which has become more and more valuable 

in recent years as funding for staff has steadily fallen (LaPira and Thomas, 2017). In some 

members’ offices, lobbyists are frequent visitors and work regularly with staff on all of these 

tasks, while in other offices, members may be more wary of lobbyists’ intentions or have 

other reasons to keep lobbyists at arm’s length. We assume that members and member 

offices that have closer relationships with lobbyists in general will display a pattern of both 

sending their staff members into the ranks of revolving-door lobbyists, and as well hiring 

lobbyists to become staff members in their own offices. 

Understanding which congressional staffers are more likely to become lobbyists is 



 

 

important for several reasons. First, if congressional capacity is low because the “best” staff 

are lured to K Street, then it gives lobbyists a sort of advantage relative to current 

congressional staff. While ultimately the member holds the decisionmaking power, lobbyists 

who formerly worked on the Hill—especially in the offices of powerful members—are likely 

to have more experience and more connections relative to current Hill staff, who in our data 

remain on the Hill for a mean of just 2-1/2 years and a median of just 1 year. . Second, if 

some offices are more intertwined with lobbyists than others, then those offices warrant 

greater scrutiny. Third, if party leaders’ offices are producing a disproportionate number of 

lobbyists, then lobbying by these people—and the legislators they influence—may be more 

partisan and less substantive than if all staff were equally likely to become lobbyists. Fourth 

and most broadly, if the set of staff who become lobbyists is not representative of all 

congressional staff, then Congress is increasingly relying on lobbyists who are qualitatively 

different from government employees. 

As a result, we estimate the probability of a congressional office producing a revolving 

door lobbyist as a function of factors that indicate a member’s standing within Congress’ 

institutional hierarchy, as well as traits related to the relationship of the office with lobbying. 

We now turn to discussing the data used in this analysis and the measures we construct to 

test our hypotheses. 

4 Data and Empirical Strategy 

4.1 Data Overview 

The data used in this paper are cleaned versions of publicly available data released by the 

House and Senate office of public records. The first dataset is a comprehensive record of 

congressional staff employment histories from 2000-2014, which includes the staffers’ names, 

job titles, office of employment and salary. These data are released biannually, up to 2008, 

and quarterly, from 2008 to today. The raw data, then, has multiple observations per staffer 

per year. For the purposes of the second analysis, we aggregate the data to one observation 



 

 

per year per staffer-office. 7 For the first set of results, the data are then further aggregated 

to one observation per member per Congress, retaining relevant traits of the office related to 

their staff (discussed further below). 

The other primary dataset employed here are lobbying disclosure reports, which are 

publicly available due to the 1995 Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA). The LDA mandates that 

lobbyists register and file biannual (which changed to quarterly in 2008) reports on their 

lobbying activity. Both this dataset and the congressional staff dataset used in this analysis 

were cleaned by Legistorm (2016). Legistorm clears up many inconsistencies including 

report- to-report changes in an individual’s name, their job titles, their employment and 

other noise in the lobbying reports. 8 Legistorm then merges these datasets together, 

identifying congressional staffers who also appear in the lobbying data.  

We add to these data additional information about individual legislators, including their 

committee assignments and legislative effectiveness. These data come from Stewart III and 

Woon (2017) and Volden and Wiseman (2014), respectively. The individual variables we 

construct are discussed below. 

4.2 Empirical Strategy 

The goal of the analyses that follow is to predict when congressional staff leave a member’s 

office to become a lobbyist. First, we examine which offices are more likely to have their staff 

become lobbyists and under what conditions this increases or decreases. The unit of analysis 

for these models will be at the office-congress level. The dependent variable of interest is the 

probability that a congressional office has a staffer leave to become a lobbyist in a given 

Congress. At the office level, this is measured through a dummy variable set to one if any 

staffer from an office registers as a lobbyist in a given Congress. Further, this only includes 

                     

 7 For example, if a staffer works in multiple offices in one year, this procedure preserves that 

information, but only has one observation per staffer per office. 

 8One example of the cleaning done is to identify that a staffer/lobbyist named Joseph M. 

Smith is the same as Joseph Smith and Joe Smith in subsequent reports. 



 

 

the last office the staffer worked in. For instance, if a staffer leaves Office X for Office Y and 

then registers as a lobbyist in Congress T, this variable is set to one for Office Y in Congress 

T. Figures 1 and 2 display trends over time on both how many offices have staff become 

lobbyists and how many offices hire lobbyists. 

In the second set of analyses, we disaggregate the data down to the individual 

staffer-year level (i.e., each observation is a staffer within an individual year). This allows us to 

make a finer-grained examination of the traits related to the staffers’ employment that 

predicts a higher probability of entrance into lobbying. Here, the dependent variable is also a 

dummy variable set to one if the staffer becomes a lobbyist after working in this office. In 

other words, if a staffer becomes a lobbyist and their last place of employment was Office X 

in year T, then for that observation this variable is set to one. We employ linear models in all 

specifications to ease interpretation of the coefficients, though the results are robust to 

logistic regressions. 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

Office-level analysis 

In our initial models in Table 1, we summarize a member’s institutional standing by just 

including the length of a member’s tenure in office. Members accrue stature, influence, 

institutional knowledge, and positions of authority the longer they are members of their 

chamber. As a result, Tenure indicates the number of years a member has served in the 

chamber. We also include Tenure Squared, which will indicate if there are diminishing returns 

to tenure in the area of producing lobbyists. Finally, we include a dummy variable indicating 

whether a member is a Freshman member serving his or her first term, noting that freshman 

members are typically the least powerful and knowledgeable members in Congress. 

Additionally, we control for two informal measures of a member’s standing within the 

chamber. The first is his or her ability to write bills which become law or otherwise advance 

far within the legislative process—the greater a member’s ability to draft legislation that 

becomes law, the more powerful a player the member is in the policymaking process. Thus, 

we include Volden and Wiseman’s (2014) Legislative Effectiveness score, which is a measure 

of how impactful a member’s bills are and how far those bills get in the legislative process. 

Second we include how ideologically moderate a member is. Lobbying firms might consider 

ideologically extreme members (and their presumably extreme staff) differentially attractive 

as lobbying candidates (see Hirsch and Montagnes, 2015). Thus, we include the absolute 

value of each member’s (first dimension) DW-NOMINATE score. 

Aside from institutional authority, Table 1 also includes a number of other variables 

which measure some basic attributes of the members in charge of each office. One dummy 

variable distinguishes female from male member offices Female. A second dummy variable 

indicates party, specifically whether the Member is Republican as opposed to Democratic. A 

third dummy variable identifies whether the member is in the Majority party. A fourth 

dummy variable indicates that a Member is serving his or her first term as a Freshman. And 

a fifth dummy variable indicates whether a member is in his or her Last Term in Congress; all 

the stalf members working for a Congress members in his or her last term would be on the 

market for a new position as soon as the member leaves the chamber. Presumably this 



 

 

would increase the probability of one taking a position as a lobbyist. 

In Table 2, we focus more specifically on four institutional positions and one personal 

attribute, all of which place a member of Congress close to the center of policymaking 

activity. First, as discussed, membership on a committee that routinely handles major 

legislation should affect the probability of offices retaining or losing staff. Though definitions 

of which committees constitute “power committees” vary, we focus on the House and Senate 

Appropriations committees, the House Ways and Means and Senate Finance Committees, 

and the House Rules committee. Power Committee is coded as one for members on these 

committees, zero otherwise. Second, committee leaders are centrally involved in the 

development and legislative process of nearly all bills passing through their committees. 

Therefore we code separate dummy variables identifying the committee Chairs and Ranking 

Minority Members. Third, elected party leaders are central to both long term party strategy 

and the day-to-day legislative activity in the chamber. The variable party leaders identifies 

these leaders: it is coded one for the House Speaker, and each chamber’s majority and 

minority leaders, and majority and minority whips, and zero for all others. Finally, in both 

chambers the majority party controls the legislative agenda and uses that control to heavily 

influence which bills get passed. 

In other specifications, we include a set of variables designed to capture the revolving 

door elements of lobbying. If lobbyists gain access to an office, it is likely that we will see 

more staff from that office become a lobbyist. We measure this in three ways. First, we 

create a variable called Delayed Lobbying Registration which is set to one if an office has a 

former staffer become a lobbyist. In the previous example, given a staffer who leaves Office 

X for Office Y and then becomes a lobbyist in Congress T, this variable will be set to one for 

Office X in Congress T. Conceptually, this captures something like ‘unexpected’ lobbying 

access created for that office since a former staffer, who did not leave directly from their 

office, has registered as a lobbyist. 

We also create a variable called Hired Previous Lobbyists which counts how many 



 

 

staffers the office employs who previously worked as lobbyist. Finally, the variable Former 

Staff as Lobbyists is a cumulative count of how many staffers from Office X are currently 

registered as lobbyists in Congress T. These variables also serve to establish the 

‘connectedness’ of a given office with the lobbying industry, popularly conceptualized as the 

revolving door. Finally, all models include Congress fixed-effects, so the probability of a 

staffer becoming a lobbyist is estimated within each Congress. 

Staffer-level analysis At the staffer-level analysis, we introduce variables related to the 

staffer’s employment as well as institutional and member-level variables similar to those 

previously outlined. First, we code the staffer’s position by placing them into bins based on 

the job title listed in the disbursement reports in a similar manner to Montgomery and 

Nyhan (2017) and McCrain (Forthcoming). We include Senior Staff, including common titles 

like Chief of Staff and Legislativve Director; Press Staff,, such as Communications Director or 

Press Secretary; Legislative Staff, a broad category including Legislative Assistant or Policy 

Specialist; and Constituent Service Staff, including Caseworker or correspondence positions. 

The full list of titles included in these bins is outlined in the appendix. 

We also calculate the staffer’s yearly salary by summing the salary reported in all 

individual reports within one year for each staffer. We operationalize their salary in the 

models by including the logged maximum salary and its square 9 from the staffer’s entire 

career in Congress. 10 Finally, we code whether the staffer was previously a registered 

lobbyist by determining if they show up in the lobbying data before working in their current 

congressional office, coded as Previous Lobbying Experience. These models also include 

Congress fixed-effects. 

                     

9 Note: there are a handful of staffers whose only salary is zero or negative. This is a 

problem with the raw disbursements data and they are dropped from the analyses that use 

salary data. 

 10 There is substantial heterogeneity within job title in salary ranges. See for example 

Brookings’ Vital Statistics on Congress: https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/vital-

statistics-on-congress/ 

https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/vital-statistics-on-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/vital-statistics-on-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/vital-statistics-on-congress/
https://www.brookings.edu/multi-chapter-report/vital-statistics-on-congress/


 

 

5 Results 

The results present an interesting picture of when staff choose to enter into the lobbying 

industry and which members see more of their staff become lobbyists. There is also 

substantial variation in what predicts a staffer becoming a lobbyist between the House and 

Senate. For instance, Table 1 shows that the more extreme a member is the less likely they 

are to see a staffer become a lobbyist, and this prediction is much more pronounced in the 

Senate than in the House. There is also evidence that more effective legislators in the House 

lose staff to lobbying more often. 

In the second set of results, which includes positions of institutional power, we see an 

interesting pattern that suggests staff are strategic in when they choose to stay or leave an 

office. On the House side, members on power committees or who are committee chairs are 

more likely to see staff register as lobbyists. However, when staff work for a powerful 

member on a committee who is in the minority (ranking members), the member is much less 

likely to have staff depart for lobbying. This might suggest that staff who work for ranking 

members know that if their party gains the majority their boss will see a substantial increase 

in their stature. In other words, staff may be willing to stick around longer to maximize their 

future payout in the lobbying industry. In the Senate, this pattern seems less pronounced—

staff are still more likely to leave when their boss is in a powerful committee position, but 

there is no statistical significance associated with the ranking member positions. 

Finally, the inclusion of revolving door variables presents some interesting patterns on 

the House side (though none are significant for the Senate). When an office has a former 

employee register to lobby, who worked for another office before leaving to become a 

lobbyist, that office is more likely to see additional staff become lobbyists. One interpretation 

of this finding is the office now has connections to the lobbying industry it previously did 

not possess, and its current staff are now more exposed to the industry, increasing their 

knowledge of lobbying as an outside option. More work is needed to dig further into this 

mechanism. 

 



 

 

Table 3 presents results from the staffer-level analysis employing information about the 

staffer’s position and salary. The first three models are for House staff and the final three are 

for Senate staff. For both chambers we see that senior staff and legislative staff are more 

likely to become lobbyists. These results are coherent with McCrain (Forthcoming) which 

shows that staff with these job titles are associated with higher revenue in the lobbying 

industry conditional on becoming firm lobbyists. Interestingly, higher salaries are associated 

with a lower probability of exit into lobbying, as depicted graphically in Figure 3. An 

interpretation of this result is that more junior staff are more likely to become lobbyists 

because their pay is so low that the increase to salary from a private sector job is relatively 

more enticing. Meanwhile, senior staff are better-paid and have a better job, given more 

power and responsibilities. This is coherent with a story of strategic congressional staff 

seeking to maximize the payoff of their Hill experience. In Table 4 we see a similar pattern to 

the member-level analysis. 

The findings presented here complement previous research on the financial value of 

lobbyists with Capitol Hill experience (e.g., Blanes i Vidal, Draca and Fons-Rosen, 2012; 

Bertrand,Bombardini and Trebbi, 2014; McCrain, Forthcoming). That research shows evidence 

that lobbyists with congressional staff experience benefit from their connections based on 

the size and amount of the lobbying contracts to which they are attached, and that this 

changes overtime based on the institutional position of the member. The correlations we 

demonstrate here gives credence to the idea that staff are strategic in their career moves 

knowing the potential value of their experience and connections. Additionally, at least on the 

House side, these findings present some suggestive evidence that the revolving door creates 

a feedback loop; once members lose staff to lobbying, more staff are likely to leave. This is 

perhaps more evidence for the value of connections in lobbying, and has important 

implications for understanding what lobbyists do behind the scenes on Capitol Hill (see, for 

example, LaPira and Thomas, 2017). 

 



 

 

Table 1: Traits of Members of Congress 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Female -.062** -.081*** -.059 -.037 

 (.028) (.027) (.048) (.041) 

Republican .035 .044 .042 .036 

 (.028) (.029) (.040) (.036) 

DW-NOM abs. value -.063 -.073 -.258** -.198* 

 (.062) (.063) (.114) (.105) 

Majority party .033 .042** -.072** -.052* 

 (.021) (.021) (.032) (.030) 

Last Term in office  .001  -.019 

  (.024)  (.043) 

Freshman  -.222***   

  (.032)  (.065) 

Tenure  .022**  .026*** 

  (.009)  (.007) 

Tenure Squared  -.001**  -.001*** 

  (.0005)  (.0002) 

Legislative Effectiveness  .013*   

  (.007)   

Chamber House House Senate Senate 

N 3,005 2,997 685 685 

R2 .024 .074 .083 .189 

Adjusted R2 .021 .069 .069 .172 

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01 These models include Congress fixed-effects with the unit of 

analysis an individual office. Standard errors are clustered by member. Models 1-3 are for the 

House and models 4-5 are for the Senate. Gender is a dummy variable set to 1 for females; 

Party is set to 1 for Republicans. 

Probability of Staffer Becoming Lobbyist 



 

 

Table 2: Members of Congress and Positions of Institutional Importance 

Probability of Staffer Becoming Lobbyist 

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

Delayed Lobbying Registration   .105***  -.001 

   (.023)  (.030) 

Hired Previous Lobbyists   -.002  -.002 

   (.018)  (.015) 

Former Staff as Lobbyists   -.021***  -.00003 

   (.006)  (.005) 

Power Committee .068*** .014 .010  2 29*** 

 (.022) (.024) (.024) (.034) (.039) 

Cmte. Chair .140*** .040 .035 .128*** .082* 

 (.042) (.052) (.052) (.041) (.044) 

Cmte. Ranking Member -.019 -.121** -.134** .012 -.032 

 (.045) (.053) (.053) (.043) (.046) 

Power Cmte. Chair .048 .037 .053 -.128 .007 

 (.082) (.103) (.101) (.122) (.096) 

Power Cmte. Ranking -.216 -.125 -.127 -.029 .053 

 (.135) (.159) (.159) (.076) (.082) 

Avg. Office Size .010*** .009*** .009*** .005*** .004*** 

 (.002) (.002) (.002) (.001) (.001) 

Majority .022 .030 .023 -.103*** -.099** 

 (.018) (.020) (.020) (.038) (.038) 

Party Leader .084 .045  -.011 -.058 

 (.072) (.071)  (.073) (.070) 

Tenure  .046*** .050***  024*** 

  (.008) (.009)  (.007) 

Tenure Squared  -.002*** -.002***  -.001*** 

  (.001) (.001)  (.0002) 

Legislative Effectiveness  .007 .007   

  (.008) (.008)   

Chamber House House House Senate Senate 

N 3,392 3,022 3,022 769 769 

R2 .049 .073 .081 .163 .192 

 



 

 

Adjusted R2 .044 .068 .075 .146 .170 

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01 These models also include Congress fixed-effects with the unit 

of analysis the individual office. Standard errors are clustered by member. Former staff as 

lobbyists is the cumulative number of staffers from the office currently working as a lobbyist.  



 

 

Table 3: Predicting exit into lobbying by position variables 

   Exit into Lobbying   

 (i) (2)  (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Senior Staff 041*** 042*** .045*** .044*** .046*** 043*** 

 (.002) (.002) (.002) (.004) (.004) (.004) 

Press Staff .001 .001 .002 .003** .003** .001 

 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.002) 

Legislative Staff .019*** .019*** .018*** .021*** .022*** .020*** 

 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) 

Const. Service Staff -.005*** -.005*** -.006*** -.001 -.001 —.004*** 

 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) 

Prev. Lobbying Exper.  024*** -.022***  -.022*** -.023*** 

  (.002) (.002)  (.003) (.003) 

(log) Max Salary   .031***   .010** 

   (.005)   (.005) 

(log) Max Salary Sqrd.   -.002***   -.0004 

   (.0003)   (.0003) 

N 155,915 155,915 155,887 87,790 87,790 87,787 

R2 .014 .014 .015 .013 .014 .014 

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01  

Models 1-3 are for House staff and models 4-6 are Senate staff.
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Figure 3 

The relationship between salary and the probability of exit into lobbying, holding other variables 

constant. 



 

 

 *p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01  

Models 1 and 2 are for House staff and models 3 and 4 are Senate staff. 

Table 4: Predicting exit into lobbying by office variables 

  Exit into lobbying  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

Member Tenure .0002*** .0003*** .00004 -.00003 

 (.0001) (.0001) (.0001) (.0001) 

Republican .001 .001 .001 .001 

 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) 

Majority .003*** .003*** -.002** -.002* 

 (.001) (.001) (.001) (.001) 

Power Committee  .001  .004*** 

  (.001)  (.001) 

Committee Chair  -.004**  .001 

  (.002)  (.002) 

Power Cmte. Chair  -.003  -.005** 

  (.004)  (.002) 

Ranking Cmte. Member  -.004**  .001 

  (.002)  (.002) 

Leadership  .0003  -.003 

  (.004)  (.002) 

N 155,915 155,915 87,790 87,790 

R2 .002 .002 .004 .004 
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