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Abstract

There is growing concern about the movement of individuals from private sectors to bu-

reaucracies, yet it is unclear whether bureaucratic revolving doors increase or decrease con-

nected firms’ participation in the policymaking process. We argue that the substitution effect

will prevail in a bureaucratic policymaking environment where firms provide their techni-

cal and legal knowledge to bureaucrats. We test our theoretical intuition by constructing a

novel dataset on career trajectories of bureaucrats in the Office of the US Trade Representative

(USTR) and firms that are connected to USTR’s revolving-door bureaucrats. Empirical results

support the substitution effect: firms with connections to USTR bureaucrats decrease their

lobbying spending and participation on advisory committees under the USTR. The substitu-

tion effect is stronger when connected bureaucrats are more influential in policy production.

Our findings suggest that a decrease in interest groups’ political activities might not imply that

their influence on policymaking is diminished.
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1 Introduction

Bureaucrats have significant discretion in formulating policy outcomes and their policy choices

affect various stakeholders in society. To shift bureaucrats’ policy choices in their favor, interest

groups interact with bureaucrats via various actions. Interest groups directly lobby bureaucrats

(You 2017), participate in notice-and-comment rulemaking (Yackee and Yackee 2006; Gordon and

Rashin 2020; Libgober, Forthcoming), serve on federal advisory committees (Balla and Wright

2001; Moffitt 2014), and lobby legislators who wield oversight authority over bureaucrats (Mc-

Cubbins and Schwartz 1984; Epstein and O’Halloran 1995; Hall and Miler 2008).

Existing studies on bureaucrat-interest group interactions treat interest groups and bureaucrats

as separate actors. However, this distinction is now questionable due to an increasing number of

individuals moving from the private sector into bureaucracies. This phenomenon, referred to as the

bureaucratic revolving door, led to public concern that government officials who have a connection

to an industry may respond more favorably to information provided by that industry (Mora 2019).

For instance, public watchdogs commented that Michael Froman, who was appointed by President

Obama as the head of the US Trade Representative and previously had worked at Citibank, is “a

man who, by background and mindset, responds to Wall Street rather than ordinary people” (Fulton

2015)

To fully understand the effect of the bureaucratic revolving door on policy outcomes, it is crucial

to understand how the bureaucratic revolving door affects interest groups’ incentives to participate

in policymaking. One scenario is the substitution effect: groups are less likely to engage in the

agency’s policymaking process if individuals connected to them become bureaucrats of that agency.

Another scenario is the complement effect: groups participate more in the agency’s policymaking

process in response to their connected individuals’ move into the government agency. Ex ante, it

is not clear which effect would prevail unless we have clear theoretical explanations about what

interest groups provide to bureaucrats for policymaking.

Identifying effects that are present and why is crucial for understanding the implications of the
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bureaucratic revolving door on interest group influence. If groups strategically adjust their political

participation in expectation that their connected bureaucrats will enact preferable policy outcomes,

the degree of interest group influence would not be fully captured by a measure of explicit interest

group activities, such as lobbying spending and participation on advisory committees. Nonetheless,

to date there have been no studies that directly address this question.

In this paper, we provide a theoretical framework and empirical tests that examine how the

entry of bureaucrats with connections to interest groups affects connected groups’ participation

in bureaucratic policymaking.1 To understand this dynamic, it is important to identify what in-

terest groups try to communicate to bureaucrats through various channels. Based on the existing

literature, we principally focus on the type of information that interest groups provide to bureau-

crats: primarily firm-specific technical and legal knowledge that helps firms achieve particularistic

policy outcomes. Examples of groups delivering firm-specific technical information to bureau-

crats abound in rulemaking (Croley 1998; Cuéllar 2005; Yackee and Yackee 2006; You 2017) and

drafting trade agreements (Geewax 2015).

Given the case, we expect the substitution effect to prevail. The bureaucrat with connections

to the interest group is more likely to better understand interest group-specific legal and technical

knowledge since he worked for the interest group in the past or is simply more responsive to the

inputs provided by his previous employer (Acemoglu et al. 2016). This means that the connected

bureaucrat can deliver policy outcomes more efficiently—with less information provided by the in-

terest group. Therefore, the interest group spend less time and effort in bureaucratic policymaking

in response to its connected bureaucrat’s entry to the bureaucracy.

To test our theoretical intuition on the effect of bureaucratic revolving doors on interest groups’

political participation, we focus on the Office of the United States Trade Representative (USTR),

a federal agency responsible for developing US trade policies. The USTR is a good setting for our

empirical test for several reasons. First, the policymaking environment at the USTR fits well with

1. We use the terms ‘interest groups’ and ‘firms’ interchangeably in this paper since most of the interest groups to
which revolving-door bureaucrats have connections are firms and firms are the most active interest groups in the US
(Schlozman, Verba, and Brady 2012).
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the informational condition we outline in the theoretical section since trade policymaking requires

detailed technical and legal knowledge about goods and services. Second, frequent movement

from the private sector to bureaucracy is a necessary condition to test the effect of revolving doors

on connected firms’ political participation. Many USTR officials worked in private sector firms

before coming to the USTR and the robust revolving doors into the agency frequently change the

composition of the USTR bureaucrats.

We construct the firm× year-level data for the main analysis. To do so, we start with collecting

the list of all USTR officials who served in the agency during the period 1997-2017. For each

official, we gather information on their career trajectories using various online sources. This data

on career paths enables us to examine which officials are revolving-door bureaucrats and have

previous connections with firms. Among the firms appearing in the USTR bureaucrats career tra-

jectories, we identify those that are potentially interested in trade policymaking. In our firm×year

data, for each firm in a given year, we track the number of individuals who currently work in

the USTR and worked for the firm previous to entering the USTR. Using this dataset, we exam-

ine whether an increase in the number of connected USTR bureaucrats leads to a change in the

connected firm’s participation in the policymaking process.

We focus on two main activities of the USTR policymaking process in which firms engage:

(1) participation on USTR advisory committees and (2) lobbying activities. While both measures

reflect the level of firms’ willingness to participate in the policymaking process, firms’ participation

on advisory committees depends on both the firms’ willingness to participate and the agencies’

decision to grant participation. It may be the case that firms cannot participate on committees even

if they want to. Therefore, examining lobbying activities - a measure involving fewer concerns

about bureaucratic-led constraints - as an alternative outcome is crucial to understanding which

mechanism drives the results.

Our identification strategy includes firm fixed effects to account for all time-invariant firm char-

acteristics. We also exploit the exogeneous timing of connected individuals joining the USTR.

We argue that the competitive hiring process of career bureaucrats and the political appointment
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process of senior officials make it difficult for previous employees to join the USTR at the times

firms prefer. Moreover, even if there are instances when firms enable their previous employees to

enter the USTR at the times they prefer, such confounders generate upward bias which will make

our argument on the substitution effect stronger. For instance, at the times firms need connections

to the USTR, they not only try to facilitate their previous employees’ employment with the USTR

but also increase their lobbying and advisory committee activities.

Our empirical results show that the substitution effect prevails. When an individual with a con-

nection to a firm enters the USTR, there is a decrease in the connected firm’s participation on USTR

advisory committees, the connected firm’s lobbying activities, and lobbying to the USTR in partic-

ular. We additionally examine heterogeneous effects by bureaucrats’ characteristics that are consis-

tent with our theoretical expectations. Doing so helps us to rule out other alternative explanations

on the substitution effect. To do so, we expand our firm×year dataset to bureaucrat×firm×year

dataset. Our theory expects that depending on the characteristics of connected bureaucrats, some

are in better positions than others to efficiently produce policy outputs for their previous employ-

ers. We expect the substitution effect to be stronger if (1) connected bureaucrats are more capable

of processing technical or legal knowledge provided by their previous employers, and/or (2) con-

nected bureaucrats are more influential within the agency to easily incorporate legal and technical

knowledge related to the firms.

To test the first mechanism, we divide connected bureaucrats into those with and without JD

degrees. We also divide connected bureaucrats into those whose position in the USTR is industry-

and law-focused versus public relations (PR)-focused. To test the second mechanism, we divide

connected bureaucrats by the amount of salary they earn when they enter the USTR, and the degree

of bureaucrats’ political ideological alignment related to the USTR’s median ideal point. We find

that the results are consistent with our theoretical expectations on bureaucrats’ capabilities: the

substitution effect is stronger for connected bureaucrats with JD degrees, positions in industry and

law-related USTR sub-agencies, higher USTR salaries, and closer political preference alignment

with the median USTR ideology.
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The paper’s findings contribute to the existing literature of bureaucracy and interest groups by

providing systematic evidence on how revolving doors to bureaucracy affect interest groups’ polit-

ical participation. Despite robust movement from private sectors to the bureaucracy, surprisingly

little research exists. One exception is Hübert and Rezaee (2019), which provides a theoretical

framework about how policy-motivated individuals’ moves to government affect the connected in-

terest groups’ influence on policymaking. We provide our theoretical argument and are the first

to empirically address this research question using the novel dataset on USTR bureaucrats’ career

trajectories.

Moreover, our findings suggest that inequalities in political participation do not necessarily de-

crease as the level of interest group activities decline. Measures such as lobbying spending and

participation in rulemaking processes are frequently cited to discuss the degree of inequality in

political participation and influence in bureaucracy (Yackee and Yackee 2006; Ban and You 2019).

On the surface, a decrease in firms’ lobbying activities and participation on federal advisory com-

mittees may appear to mean that these firms’ influence over the decision-making process is waning.

However, considering the presence of the bureaucratic revolving door, we find that connected firms

decrease their political activities because they have connected bureaucrats who may produce policy

outcomes favorable to the firms. Thus, our paper raises a caution against equating a decrease in

interest groups’ political activity with a decrease in interest groups’ influence in the policymaking

process.

2 How Do Interest Groups Influence the Bureaucracy?

Given the division of labor among the US legislative and executive branches in the policy-making

process, interest groups have ample opportunities to lobby different branches of government (Boehmke,

Gailmard, and Patty 2005, 2013). As the scope and the amount of policymaking administered by

federal agencies have increased over time, scholars have identified channels through which interest

groups influence bureaucratic policymaking. One prominent strategy employed by interest groups
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is indirect in nature: lobbying legislators to provide private information that could affect the level

of delegation that Congress grants to the bureaucracy. Such legislative lobbying by interest groups

can affect bureaucratic decision-making by reducing informational asymmetries between Congress

and the bureaucracy (Epstein and O’Halloran 1995). In addition, interest groups can help with

congressional oversight of the bureaucracy by alerting legislators to bureaucratic transgressions

(McCubbins and Schwartz 1984), or subsidizing legislators to intervene in agency rulemaking as

a form of ex post oversight (Hall and Miler 2008).

Empirical studies on lobbying show that interest groups also directly lobby bureaucrats mostly

through the notice-and-comment rulemaking process (e.g., Yackee and Yackee 2006; Haeder and

Yackee 2015; Ban and You 2019; Gordon and Rashin 2020; Libgober 2020, Forthcoming). Interest

groups can also participate on federal advisory committees in the executive branch. In 1972,

Congress passed the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) to gain expertise from groups and

individuals who are outside the federal government (Bybee 1994). FACA was part of the efforts

to increase public participation in the bureaucratic decision-making process (Moffitt 2014) and

opened an additional opportunity for interest groups to provide information to agencies. Existing

works demonstrate that political actors use advisory committees in a strategic fashion. Moffitt

(2010) shows that the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) uses federal advisory committees to

protect the agency’s reputation. Using data on the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Balla

and Wright (2001) show that applicants are more likely to serve on the advisory committee if they

are endorsed by interest groups actively lobbying members of Congress.

All these existing studies emphasize that one of the primary purposes for interest group par-

ticipation in bureaucratic policymaking is to provide information to bureaucrats. In particular,

interest groups focus on delivering technical and firm-specific information to bureaucrats to influ-

ence particularistic benefits accrued to firms (You 2017; Libgober 2020). An example of such a

policymaking environment is notice-and-comment rulemaking where interest groups provide the

information and expertise to bureaucrats regarding how particular rules could affect a firm or in-

dustry (Yackee and Yackee 2006; Gordon and Rashin 2020; Libgober 2020). Another example
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is the process of drafting trade agreements or tariff schedules in the USTR. During this process,

referred to as a “legal scrub” process, lawyers and bureaucrats ensure that the agreement or new

regulations have detailed language that is clear for all relevant parties.2

3 What Happens if Interest Groups Become Bureaucrats?

A key assumption in the existing literature on interest group-bureaucrat interactions is that bu-

reaucrats and interest groups are separate actors. However, movement of personnel between the

bureaucracy and interest groups in recent years makes this assumption questionable. Our partic-

ular focus is on an increasing number of bureaucrats who previously worked for interest groups

before entering the bureaucracy.3 The Center for Responsive Politics issued a report in 2018 that

shows at least 164 ex-lobbyists were serving in the Trump administration (West 2018). One of

them, Dan Elwell who joined the Federal Aviation Administration in 2017, is a former lobbyist

for the Aerospace Industries Association of American and American Airlines. The entry of these

revolvers into the bureaucracy led the public to question whether these bureaucrats disproportion-

ately represent the interests of their former employers.

Despite frequent discussion and public concerns about the movement of personnel from the

private sector to the federal government, there is a limited body of work that examines these dy-

namics, with two exceptions. One is Hübert and Rezaee (2019) who develop a formal model

to study how revolvers into government affect the influence of special interests. They show that

when a policy-motivated individual moves from the private to the public sector, it increases the

government’s policy development capacity and, therefore, changes the bargaining environment in

favor of the government. The other exception is Gormley (1979) whose work examines the Federal

2. Figure E1 in the Appendix illustrates an example of policymaking in the USTR. It shows a comment submitted
by TE Connectivity, a firm specializing in producing connectors and sensor products, to the USTR regarding imposing
additional tariffs on European products. In its comment, TE Connectivity lists the very detailed product codes (Har-
monized System 8-digit level) on which the firm opposes imposition of additional tariffs. Other comments submitted
to the USTR for this proposed tariff schedule are similar in terms of their firm-specific comments.

3. While it is also important to study the movement of personnel from the government to the private sector, doing so
requires a separate study. Also, there are relatively more studies on the revolving door phenomenon from government
to private sectors (e.g., Vidal, Draca, and Fons-Rosen 2012), although most of them focus on individuals from the
legislative branch.
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Communications Commission (FCC) and shows that FCC regulatory commissioners who formerly

worked in a regulated industry are likely to cast votes that favor the industry.

3.1 Theoretical Framework

We present our theoretical framework with a firm and a bureaucrat. In the Appendix, we formalize

our theoretical framework to help readers interpret our theoretical predictions of the bureaucratic

revolving door.4 In our framework, the firm provides its technical and legal knowledge to the

bureaucrat. The bureaucrat produces a limited amount of particularistic policy outputs for the firm

based on the firm’s inputs. Such a situation reflects ex post lobbying by firms to bureaucrats where

they discuss particular implementation of bills once the bill has passed the legislature, and the

decision has already been made as to what would generally be included in the legislation or in

trade agreements (You 2017).

In this policymaking environment, we expect that having the connected bureaucrat in the agency

leads the firm to decrease its political participation (“substitution effect”). The bureaucrat with

previous connections to the firm has a better understanding of firm-specific knowledge given her

work experience in the firm. Or the connected bureaucrat is more responsive to the contacts and

inputs by their previous employer due to familiarity (Acemoglu et al. 2016). In either case, she

can produce the same particularistic policy outcomes for firms more efficiently, and the firm can

participate less in bureaucratic policymaking since it can achieve the same fixed level of policy

output with the help of the connected bureaucrat.

On the other hand, the complement effect could arise if interest groups provide information

on policy agendas, which are common in legislative lobbying (Hall and Wayman 1990; Hall and

Deadorff 2006; Lorenz 2020). Often, policymakers are not aware of policy agendas that should be

prioritized since these agendas can vary depending on specific times and circumstances. Although

firms are well aware which agenda should be prioritized, they are biased, and this creates a problem

of credibility when they convey the information to an uncertain policymaker. Crawford and Sobel

4. See Section A: Theoretical Framework in the Appendix for more details.
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(1982) argue that the problem can be resolved and more information transmission is possible if

there is a preference alignment between the sender and receiver of the information. The extant

work suggests that preferences of connected bureaucrats and firms align (Gormley 1979; Kwak

2014). In this case, having a closely connected bureaucrat whose preference aligns with the firm

leads firms to double down on their political participation and increase their communication with

bureaucrats.

However, this complement effect is less likely given the characteristics of most bureaucratic pol-

icymaking. Bureaucrats implement the policies that legislators pass (Huber, Shipan, and Pfahler

2001) and competition for setting an agenda is not the central part of bureaucratic policymaking.

This does not mean that bureaucrats are apolitical and merely implement those policies that the

legislative branch requests. Recent scholarly work highlights that bureaucrats also engage in “pro-

cedural politicking” as a response to insulate themselves from the influence of Congress and inter-

est groups in the rulemaking process (Potter 2017, 2019) but this strategic behavior still happens

when bureaucrats implement the policy agenda set by Congress. Therefore, policymaking condi-

tions that are necessary for connected firms to increase their political participation in response to

revolving-door bureaucrats are less likely to be realized.

Our theoretical framework centers on information provision, which is considered to be the main

driver of bureaucrat-interest groups interactions. We acknowledge that there can be other factors

that drive bureaucrat-interest group interactions and explain the substitution effect. For example,

an alternative channel would be that connected firms simply shift the mode of contact activities

from formal (e.g., lobbying, participating on USTR committees) to informal (e.g., attending happy

hours, interacting on phone calls). This occurs because direct connection to the bureaucracy re-

duces the need to contact legislators to ask them to interact with bureaucrats to deliver the firm’s

demands (Ritchie and You 2019). In Section 6, we examine the heterogeneous effect of revolving-

door bureaucrats based on bureaucrats’ characteristics and show that our argument, not the alter-

native explanations, drives the main result.
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4 Data and Stylized Facts

4.1 Revolving Doors in Bureaucracy

To understand the general revolving door phenomenon in the executive branch, we extract the

career trajectories of revolving-door lobbyists from the Center for Responsive Politics (CRP)’s

webpage. We use the CRP’s data to examine the overall pattern of the revolving door phenomenon

in federal agencies.5 The CRP data include the career trajectories of people who were employed

in the federal government or appointed to federal government entities, such as advisory boards for

the top 18 federal agencies that produced the most lobbyists.6 We were able to retrieve information

for 5,752 unique individuals. For each individual, the data records the name of each employer, the

start and end years for a given employer, and the job title.

Using the data on 5,752 revolving-door lobbyists, we calculate the proportion of executive

branch revolvers who began their careers in government or in the lobbying or private sector. Here,

Government means having worked for the federal government.7 Lobbying or Private Sector means

having worked in the private sector or for a lobbying firm. We also calculate the proportion of lob-

byists who began their careers in government, joined the lobbying or private sectors after leaving

the government, and then returned to government. Lastly, we calculate the proportion of individ-

uals who served as lobbyists or worked in the private sector, then joined the federal government,

and then returned to the private sector. These final two categories, especially the former, are more

consistent with common notions of a revolving-door career.

Table 1 presents these patterns. Overall, we see that roughly 45% of executive branch revolvers

5. LobbyView.org provides the improved version of the CRP’s lobbying data (Kim 2018). For our main analysis
which requires the information on the connected firms’ lobbying activities, we use the LobbyView.org data. However,
LobbyView.org does not publicly provide lobbyist-level data that includes their career backgrounds. Therefore, we
use the CRP’s data to describe the career trajectories of bureaucratic revolving doors.

6. The names of the included agencies are: Army, Commerce, Defense, Agriculture, Energy, Justice, EPA, Execu-
tive Office of the President, FCC, Health & Human Services, Justice, OMB, SEC, State, Transportation, Treasury, US
Diplomatic Missions, and USTR.

7. In some cases, individuals not only worked for the federal government but also worked in Congress, or for state
or local governments.
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Table 1: Summary Statistics for Revolving Doors in Bureaucracy

Variable Mean (%) N

Panel A. Career Trajectory
Started in Government 45 5,752
Started in Lobbying or Private Sector 55 5,752
Government → Private Sector → Government 30 5,752
Private Sector → Government → Private Sector 41 5,752

Panel B. Career Experience
Executive Branch 100 5,752
Congress 30.4 5,752
State/Local Government 7.8 5,752
Lobbying Firm 72.4 5,752
Private Sector 63.5 5,752

began their careers working in the government, while 55% began their careers in the lobbying or

private sector. What is immediately obvious from this data is that executive branch revolvers enter

and exit government at highly variable points in their careers. The congressional revolving door,

which is mostly a one-way street of young staffers leaving the government or members moving

to the lobbying industry after retirement. On the other hand, the executive branch revolving door

features people who enter government after years in the private sector, individuals who come in

and out of government multiple times over their careers, and people who exit the government after

a period of time and never return.

When we consider federal agencies that produced revolving-door lobbyists in terms of an ab-

solute number of lobbyists, the Departments of Defense, State, and Commerce have the highest

number of revolving-door lobbyists. When we consider the ratio of revolving-door lobbyists in

each agency relative to the agency’s staffing size, agencies such as the Office of US Trade Repre-

sentative (USTR), the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), and Federal Communications

Commission (FCC), produce relatively more revolving-door lobbyists. These agencies have a

small number of employees, many of whom are in senior positions, and directly address issues

that firms and business organizations—the largest lobbying client group—disproportionately care

about.
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Among the federal agencies, we select the USTR to test the theoretical implications of bureau-

cratic revolving doors. There are several reasons we use the USTR as a setting for the empirical

test of the theory. First, the policymaking environment at the USTR squarely represents the in-

teractions between bureaucrats and interest groups we outline in the theoretical section. Trade

policymaking requires very detailed legal and technical knowledge and expertise in traded goods

and services. Moreover, interest groups frequently interact with USTR officials to provide infor-

mation for bureaucrats to include in finalized texts of trade agreements or tariff schedules.

Second, robust movement from the private sector to bureaucracy is a necessary condition to sat-

isfy the empirical test of the theoretical implications and the USTR satisfies this condition. Many

of these USTR officials worked in private sector firms before joining the USTR. This suggests that

the frequent movement of senior individuals into the government may have a significant impact on

the connected firms’ incentives to engage in the USTR policymaking process.

It would have been ideal if we could collect career trajectories of bureaucrats across multi-

ple federal agencies and compare how revolvers into the bureaucracy affect the relevant interest

groups’ participation in policymaking. However, the aim of our paper is to empirically test the the-

ory, and we chose the USTR based on our understanding that the USTR’s policymaking includes

typical features of bureaucratic policymaking: exchanges of technical information and expertise.

We believe that there are still useful insights we can draw from our sample given the shared nature

of the bureaucratic policymaking environment across agencies.

Moreover, there is a real limitation in terms of the data collection process. Identifying the career

trajectories of bureaucrats who are in and out of government service and connecting them to firms

and other interest groups is time-consuming, as we explain in detail later in the paper. In addition,

our analysis requires that we identify a set of relevant interest groups that could be affected by the

revolving-door phenomenon, their participation on federal advisory committees and in lobbying

activities, each bureaucrat’s ideology and educational background, and the exact timing when the

connection was formed between a group and a bureaucrat, etc. All of that represents additional

burdens on collecting all the relevant data across agencies for the extended time period we consider
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(21 years).

4.2 Policymaking in the USTR

The USTR is responsible for developing and coordinating the United States’ trade policies and

engages extensively in free trade agreements, bilateral investment treaties, and World Trade Orga-

nization (WTO) disputes. The USTR is structured along four organizational lines: regions (e.g.,

Europe and the Middle East, China Affairs, WTO and Multilateral Affairs), industries (e.g., Agri-

culture, Intellectual Property, Services and Investment), legal issues (e.g., General Counsel), and

public relations (e.g., Congressional Affairs, Public and Media Affairs).

Communication between USTR officials and interest groups occurs frequently via lobbying

activities, but it also occurs regularly via advisory committees set by the USTR. The USTR of-

ten recruits advisory committee members from private and non-profit interest groups representing

various industries. According to meeting logs provided by the Federal Advisory Committee Act

(FACA) database (www.facadatabase.gov), advisory committees and USTR officials meet reg-

ularly to discuss the process of trade negotiations. Moreover, the Trade Act of 2002 requires that

advisory committees provide the president, USTR, and Congress with reports about the extent to

which a trade agreement promotes the economic interests of the United States and whether the

agreement achieves the overall negotiation objective set forth in the Trade Act of 2002. The re-

port of the appropriate sectoral or functional committee must also include opinions on whether the

agreement ensures equity and reciprocity within the industry sector.

The number of USTR advisory committees in every fiscal year is 27 on average. The number of

members varies by advisory committees. Some committees have as many as 30-40 members and

some committees have as few as 5-10. Although advisory member turnover is irregular, the USTR

attempts to recruit members of advisory committees simultaneously and most of these members

have fixed term limits.8

8. Detailed explanations about USTR advisory committees are provided in the Appendix C.
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4.3 Bureaucrats in the USTR: Career Trajectories and Connections to Firms

Our main dataset is firm×year-level. To construct the dataset, we first created the list of individu-

als who worked in the USTR during the period 1997-2017. Our primary data source comes from

the federal Office of Personnel Management (OPM). The data covers the period 1997-2014, and

contains detailed information on employees’ names, duration of employment, age group, educa-

tional level, pay grade, and pay plan. We also use the list of USTR employees from the Center for

Responsive Politics (www.opensecrets.org), federalpay (www.federalpay.org), and FedsDat-

aCenter (www.fedsdatacenter.com) websites. We were able to track down a total of 825 USTR

officials who served in the agency during the period 1997-2017. There is significant variation re-

garding the length of time USTR officials worked in the office. On average, they worked there

seven years; the minimum term of work was one year and the maximum was 37 years.

We collected information on the career trajectories of USTR officials in our list mainly from

their LinkedIn webpages (www.linkedin.com). We used other web sources when LinkedIn did

not provide the biographical information we required. We tracked the names of firms where USTR

officials worked before and after they served in the USTR, their positions in those firms, and the

start and end years of their employment. We also collected information on the officials’ education if

it was available. Among 825 USTR officials, we obtained career path information on 459 officials.9

To examine the connection between 459 USTR bureaucrats and firms that are connected to

these bureaucrats, we obtain the list of firms in the career trajectories of 459 USTR officials. From

this list, we focus on a set of connected firms that showed interest in the USTR policymaking

9. When we compare USTR officials with and without career information, there are systemic differences between
the two groups. First, many USTR bureaucrats without career information worked in the 1990s and early 2000s when
posting career information online was not a common practice. Second, those with online career information spent
fewer years in the USTR, workings there for six years on average. On the other hand, those without online career
information worked for the USTR for eight years, on average. The OPM data further shows that bureaucrats with
online career information were, on average, younger, received a higher salary in the USTR, and had higher education
levels. Despite these systemic differences, the missing data did not pose a serious threat to our empirical findings.
First, given that missing data concerns bureaucrats who worked in the 1990s when online networking was not active,
the omissions are unrelated to the level of their connected firms’ political activities and, therefore, our results would
not be biased due to the missing data. Second, the characteristics of USTR officials without online career information
indicate that they were more likely to have been career bureaucrats. Therefore, they are less likely to be included in
our main dataset where only USTR officials with prior/post connections with private sector firms are included.

14

www.opensecrets.org
www.federalpay.org
www.fedsdatacenter.com
www.linkedin.com


process and influencing trade policies, which is the core assumption of our theoretical argument.

Our selection of these firms is based on three criteria. First, we focus on firms that we categorize as

private firms (e.g., Accenture), lobbying or law firms, or trade associations.10 Second, among the

firms selected based on the first criterion, we focus only on private sector firms that import or export

goods and services, or lobbying/law firms that list “international trade/law” as their expertise.

Again, this is to ensure that we only focus on firms that are interested in interacting with the

USTR. Lastly, among the firms that are filtered based on the first and second criteria, we focus

only on firms that existed throughout the whole period 1997-2017, which means that they had

persistent interest in interacting with the USTR throughout the study time period.

Using the career trajectories of the USTR bureaucrats, we identify 195 revolving-door bureau-

crats who have connections—by having worked at the firm or had the firm as a lobbying client—to

any firms show interests in trade policymaking. There are 167 unique firms that formed a connec-

tion with these revolving-door bureaucrats. For 167 firms in our dataset, we construct firm×year-

level data for the period 1997-2017. At the firm-level, we calculate the number of USTR bureau-

crats in a given year who previously formed connections with the firm. Therefore, we can examine

how changes in the number of connected USTR bureaucrats are related to the firms’ political par-

ticipation.11

Our dataset includes dependent variables that measure the intensity of firms’ political activities.

Our first dependent variables measure the extent to which firms participate on USTR advisory

committees. We create a binary indicator that is coded as 1 if the firm served on any USTR

advisory committee in a given year, otherwise 0. We also create a discrete variable that reflects

the total number of USTR advisory committees on which firms served in a given year. The data

on USTR advisory committees comes from the FACA website (www.facadatabase.gov) and

10. We do not include interest groups or firms that can be categorized as educational, consulting, or non-profit.
11. There are two types of connections that USTR bureaucrats form with the firms in our sample: by having worked

in the firm (direct connection) or by having worked as a lobbyist on behalf of the firm (indirect connection). Although
it is possible that bureaucrats have both direct and indirect connections with the firm, there is no such case in our
dataset. In the main analysis, we do not differentiate different types of connections. However, we present the analysis
that differentiates the direct and indirect connections in Tables F1 and F2 in the Appendix. Bureaucrat-firm pairs with
a direct connection drive most of the result.
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contains detailed information on the names of committee members, the names of committees in

which they were members, their term limits, their employers (firms), their positions in the firms,

the industry categories that their firm represents, etc. Our second dependent variables measure the

degree of firms’ lobbying activities. We create an outcome variable that measures (1) the number of

firms’ reports on lobbying activities in a given year, (2) the amount of firms’ spending on lobbying

activities in a given year, and (3) the number of firms’ lobbying reports that specifically mentioned

the USTR as a contacted agency in a given year (Section 17 in the LDA report). The lobbying data

is from LobbyView.org (Kim 2018).12

While both types of dependent variables reflect the level of firms’ desire to participate in the

policymaking process, firms’ participation on advisory committees also depends on the agency’s

willingness to grant participation. The agency decides who serves on advisory committees among

firms that apply for membership. This agency-led constraint on advisory committee membership

does not affect our theoretical argument unless the agency limits the connected firm’s participation

in response to entry of the connected individual to the agency. The agency might do so if it cares

about balanced representation in the policymaking process (Balla and Wright 2001).13 If such an

agency-led constraint is significant, it generates a different empirical expectation: since the USTR

prevents firms from serving as advisory committee members when their connected individuals be-

come bureaucrats, these firms would exert more effort to lobbying and the complement effect may

emerge for lobbying activities.14 On the other hand, if the agency does not restrict participation

on advisory committees in response to the entry of connected bureaucrats, we would observe the

substitution effect on both the connected firms’ participation in advisory committees and lobbying

activities.

12. Table B2 in the Appendix shows the summary statistics of our main variables.
13. We submitted a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to the USTR for the list of applicants for mem-

bership to all USTR advisory committees that were active during the period 1997-2018, as well as their affiliated
firm/organization and their position within the firm/organization to check whether the substitution effect is driven by
firms’ voluntary actions of not applying for the position or the USTR’s discretion. The FOIA officer corresponded that
such records do not exist and the federal government has no obligation to create, compile, or obtain a record to satisfy
a request (DOC-ITA-2020-000050).

14. We provide a formal model of our theoretical argument in the Appendix. In Section A: Theoretical Framework in
the Appendix, we explore the incentives of firms engaging in different channels of participation when some channels
(e.g., participating on the federal advisory committees) have constraints imposed by the agency.
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5 Bureaucratic Revolving Doors Reduce Connected Firms’ Po-

litical Participation

The model specification for firm-level analyses is as follows:

Yjt =α j +δt +β ∗Number of Connection jt−1 + ε jt (1)

where j, t indicate a firm and year. We include firm fixed effects (α j) so that our results are

robust to firm-level time-invariant confounders. We also include year fixed effects (δt) to account

for annual political and economic shocks. The independent variable is Number of Connectiont−1,

which is the number of USTR bureaucrats in year t − 1 who previously formed connections with

the firm. In a given year, a firm in our sample has 0.14 bureaucratic connection and it ranges from

0 to 4. Yi jt is an outcome variable that measures the firm’s participation on advisory committees

under the jurisdiction of the USTR.

For causal identification, we exploit the within-firm variation by including fixed effects. How-

ever, this does not eliminate a concern for unobservable time-varying confounders. This would

be particularly problematic if entry into the USTR is highly correlated with the connected firm’s

underlying conditions that could affect the firm’ political participation. We argue it is unlikely that

firms persuade individuals to enter and work in the USTR during the time periods firms prefer.

Moreover, due to the competitive process of hiring federal government officials in the USTR and

its unpredictable vacancy notices for jobs, individuals may not be able to enter the USTR at the

exact time periods the firms would prefer. Even when firms’ previous employees enter or exit the

USTR via political appointment, other factors - such as an appointee’s education level, position

vacancies, or the interests of political principals - may play a larger role than firm’s demands for

particularistic benefits at the time of appointment.

Second, we claim that potential confounders in our case are likely to generate upward bias,

which is counter to the substitution effect. For instance, firms may suddenly encounter trade-
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related disputes where they feel more need to increase their lobbying activities to the USTR. At

the same time, they also may be willing to incentivize previous employees to enter the USTR

and work there to serve their firms’ interests. The number of firms’ trade-related disputes is thus

a confounder that generates the complement effect between having a bureaucratic revolver and

a firm’s political participation. If we find the substitution effect, that implies that the potential

confounders work against our finding.

Table 2 present the results at the firm-level. Columns (1) and (2) show the results of firms’

participation on USTR advisory committees. We use both the binary indicator as the dependent

variable (column 1) and the total number of advisory committees on which firms participated

(column 2). We find that when the connected individual enters the USTR as a bureaucrat, the

connected firm’s likelihood of serving on the advisory committee decreases.

Table 2: The Effect of Revolving-Door Bureaucrats on Political Participation: Firm-Level

Outcome = Advisory Committes Lobbying

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any Comm Num. Comm Num. Report Spending USTR

Number of Connection -0.05∗∗ -0.05 -0.11∗∗∗ -0.50∗∗ -0.02
(0.02) (0.04) (0.04) (0.21) (0.12)

Year FE 3 3 3 3 3

Firm FE 3 3 3 3 3

Observations 3,507 3,507 3,507 3,507 3,507
adj. R-sq 0.459 0.473 0.813 0.788 0.602
Mean Outcome Variable 0.33 0.46 1.28 7.14 1.06

Notes: Unit of observation is firm × year. Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors
in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

In addition to firm’s participation on advisory committees, we examine whether having a con-

nected individual in the USTR as a bureaucrat also leads to a decrease in the connected firm’s

lobbying spending. Columns (3) through (5) in Table 2 present the results on lobbying activi-

ties. We use three lobbying measures: number of lobbying reports submitted, total spending on

lobbying, and the total number of lobbying reports that specifically mentioned the USTR as the

contacted agency. All the dependent variables are log transformed. We observe strong substitution
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effects on lobbying activities, which suggest that the agency-led constraint on advisory committees

is minimal. Columns (3) and (4) examine the effect of the revolving door on the total number of

lobbying reports and total spending by connected firms. There is a statistically significant, negative

relationship between having a connected person in the USTR and the connected firm’s lobbying

spending. Column (5) shows that firms also decrease their lobbying activities specifically targeting

the USTR, although the result is not statistically significant.15

We run a placebo test on USTR bureaucrats who form connections with the firm after they

worked in the USTR. We expect that we would not observe the substitution effect among these

bureaucrats who are yet to have connections. Our independent variable for the placebo test is

Number of Future Connection jt−1, which is the number of USTR bureaucrats who work in the

USTR in year t − 1 and works in the firm j only after t − 1. Table 3 presents the results. The

prospect of hiring a USTR bureaucrat who will form connections with the firm in the future has

no impact on the firms political participation. This bolsters our argument that the substitution

effect arises when individuals who already formed a connection with the firms with firm-specific

knowledge enter the bureaucracy.

6 Heterogeneous Effects: What Drives the Substitution Effect?

We argue that the substitution effect is driven by connected bureaucrats who can produce policy

outputs for their previous employers more efficiently than non-connected bureaucrats. Our argu-

ment can be extended further given that even among connected bureaucrats, the degree to which

they efficiently produce firm-specific policy outputs could differ depending on their characteristics,

such as educational background.

In this section, we examine heterogenous effects by exploiting rich biographical information

about USTR bureaucrats. This will allow us to identify the mechanisms behind the substitution

15. When we focus only on the direct connection, there is a more robust negative correlation between the number of
connections and the number of lobbying reports mentioning the USTR (See Table F1 in the Appendix). In Section 6,
we replicate the analysis at the bureaucrat×firm×year-level and there the substitution effects are more salient across
all measures of the outcome, including targeting the USTR in the lobbying.
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Table 3: Placebo Test on USTR Bureaucrats without Prior Firm Connections

Outcome = Advisory Committes Lobbying

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any Comm No. Comm No. Report Spending USTR

Number of Future -0.00 0.00 -0.00 -0.10 0.03
Connection (0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.16) (0.02)

Year FE 3 3 3 3 3

Firm FE 3 3 3 3 3

Observations 3,507 3,507 3,507 3,507 3,507
adj. R-sq 0.457 0.473 0.812 0.788 0.652
Mean Outcome Variable 0.33 0.46 1.28 7.14 1.06

Notes: Unit of observation is firm × year. Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors
in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

effect. There are two ways in which connected bureaucrats differ from one another with respect to

how they can better incorporate firms’ legal and technical expertise into policymaking. First, some

bureaucrats have better ability to understand technical and legal knowledge provided by firms or

their job positions in more technical sub-agencies. Second, some bureaucrats have more influence

on policymaking processes in the USTR than others.

To examine heterogeneous effects driven by bureaucrats’ characteristics, we expand our dataset

at firm×year-level to the data at bureaucrat×firm×year-level. There are 382 pairs of revolving-

door bureaucrats and their connected firms. Based on these pairs we construct the USTR bureaucrat

×firm×year data. To illustrate our dataset, we use an example of the former USTR bureaucrat

Timothy P. Stratford and General Motors as an example and show it in Table 4. For the pair,

Timothy P. Stratford and General Motors, each of the 21 rows denotes a year during the period

1997-2017. Mr. Stratford served as General Counsel for General Motors’ China operations from

1998 to September 2005. He joined the USTR as the Assistant US Trade Representative for China

Affairs in 2005 and was responsible for developing and implementing US trade policy in East

Asia.16

Connected denotes the timing when the connection was created between the bureaucrat and

16. https://www.cov.com/en/professionals/s/timothy-stratford (accessed June 15, 2021).
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Table 4: An Example of USTR Bureaucrat× Firm×Year Data

Bureaucrat Firm Year Connected Work USTR Division Starting Salary($) JD Ideology
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 1997 0 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 1998 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 1999 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2000 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2001 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2002 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2003 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2004 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2005 1 1 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2006 1 1 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2007 1 1 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2008 1 1 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2009 1 1 legal 14,920 1 -.708
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2010 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708

...
...

...
...

...
...

...
...

...
Stratford, Timothy P. General Motors 2017 1 0 legal 14,920 1 -.708

the firm. Timothy P. Stratford began working for General Motors in 1998, so we can say that the

connection was created in that year. Work USTR shows that Timothy P. Stratford worked in the

USTR during 2005-2009. Division indicates the sub-agency where he worked within the USTR.

Starting Salary shows the salary that Mr. Stratford received when he first joined the USTR. JD

indicates whether the bureaucrat has a law degree. Ideology shows the bureaucrat’s CF Scores

based on his campaign contribution records (Bonica 2016).

Before we test the heterogeneous effects, we first confirm that the substitution effect observed at

the firm-level analysis is also found in the data at the bureaucrat×firm-level. We run the following

regression:

Yi jt =αi j +δt +β1 ∗Work USTRit−1 +β2 ∗Connectedi jt

+β3 ∗Work USTRit−1 ∗Connectedi jt + εi jt

(2)

where i, j, t indicate a bureaucrat, firm, and year. We include bureaucrat-firm fixed effects (αi j)

so our results are robust to individual-level and firm-level time-invariant confounders. β1 +β3 is

the parameter of our main interest: Given that the connection is established between an individual

and a firm, whether entry of the individual into the USTR affects the firm’s spending on lobbying

or its probability of serving on a USTR advisory committee. Since we argue for the substitution
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effect, we expect β1 +β3 to be negative. On the other hand, β1 corresponds to our placebo test in

the previous section and can be interpreted as how the firm changes its behavior in response to the

entry of individuals who become their employees in the future. Table 5 presents the result. Across

all outcome measures, connected firms reduce their participation when the previously connected

individuals move to the bureaucracy. The analysis at the bureaucrat×firm-level shows that our

result is robust even after controlling for the bureaucrat-firm pair fixed effect and this bolsters the

confidence in our main result.

Table 5: The Effect of Revolving-Door Bureaucrats on Political Participation: Bureaucrat×Firm-
Level

Outcome = Advisory Committes Lobbying

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any Comm Num. Comm Num. Report Spending USTR

Work USTR 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.13 0.05∗∗

(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.17) (0.02)

Connection 0.07∗∗ 0.09∗ 0.09∗ 0.20 0.04
(0.03) (0.05) (0.05) (0.22) (0.03)

Work USTR × Connection -0.08∗∗ -0.09 -0.19∗∗∗ -0.72∗∗∗ -0.12∗∗∗

(0.03) (0.06) (0.05) (0.26) (0.04)

Effect of Entry When -0.07∗∗ -0.06 -0.17∗∗∗ -0.59∗∗ -0.06∗∗

Connection=1 (β1 +β3) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.22) (0.03)

Year FE 3 3 3 3 3

Bureaucrat-Firm FE 3 3 3 3 3

Observations 8,022 8,022 8,022 8,022 8,022
adj. R-sq 0.418 0.423 0.846 0.830 0.711
Mean Outcome Variable 0.41 0.58 1.66 8.49 0.61

Notes: Unit of observation is firm × bureaucrat × year. Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered
standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.

Next, we examine the heterogeneous effect of the substitution effect by the connected bureau-

crats’ characteristics. We provide four empirical hypotheses that are consistent with our theoretical

argument. The first two hypotheses correspond to the mechanism of bureaucrats’ ability, whereas

the last two correspond to the mechanism of bureaucrats’ influence within the agency. The sub-

stitution effect is stronger if connected bureaucrats (1) have a JD degree, (2) work in the USTR
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sub-agencies related to industries (e.g., intellectual property), legal issues (e.g., monitoring and

enforcement), and regional affairs (e.g., China) in contrast to congressional affairs and public re-

lations (PR), (3) have a level of USTR salary above the median when they first began working in

the USTR, and (4) have a political ideology congruent with the median ideal point of the USTR.

Our last empirical hypothesis (4) relates to the extant literature on political leanings of bureaucrats

and their agencies (Clinton and Lewis 2008; Clinton et al. 2012; Richardson 2019). Accordingly,

each agency has their own political leaning, and bureaucrats whose political ideology is strongly

aligned with the agency are more likely to have their voices heard by other bureaucrats who also

share their political view of the agency.

To estimate the political ideology of all USTR bureaucrats, we use the campaign finance (CF)

scores by Bonica (2016) that estimate donors’ ideology from campaign contribution data.17 The

USTR’s ideal point in each year is measured by the median CF score of USTR bureaucrats in a

given year. Figure 1 shows the ideal point of the USTR during the period 1997-2017. The solid line

(“all”) represents the median CF score of all bureaucrats who worked in the USTR in a given year.

The dashed line (“revolving door”) represents the median CF score of revolving-door bureaucrats

who are included in our bureaucrat × firm × year dataset. The results show that across all years,

the USTR is dominated by liberal USTR bureaucrats. During the George W. Bush administration,

there was an inflow of conservative revolving-door bureaucrats, but this was not enough to pull the

USTR’s ideal point to the right side of the ideological scale.

We estimate the ideological gap between each bureaucrat and the USTR in a given year by cal-

culating the absolute difference between the USTR’s ideal point and the bureaucrat’s CF score. We

label bureaucrats as ‘aligned’ if the ideological gap is smaller than 0.54, which is the median ideo-

logical gap, otherwise ‘non-aligned.’ Note that there is a weak correlation between a bureaucrat’s

ideological gap measure and his initial USTR salary,18 which suggests that these two measures tap

into different aspects of bureaucrat’s influence within the USTR.

17. Out of 195 bureaucrats in our dataset, we found the CF Scores for 102 bureaucrats. Those without CF Scores do
not make campaign contributions.

18. R-squared for a bivariate regression between these two variables is 0.09.
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Figure 1: USTR Ideal Point During 1997-2017
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Table 6 shows the results of hypotheses (1) and (2). We find that there is a clearer substitu-

tion effect across the outcome measures when connected bureaucrats have JD degrees. We also

find that the substitution effect is more pronounced in cases where connected individuals move to

industry/region-specific sub-agencies that deal with technical and legal issues, not to PR-specific

agencies that mostly deal with relationships with Congress or the media. These results on heteroge-

neous substitution effects by the sub-agencies within the USTR provide support for our theoretical

argument that emphasizes the informational aspect of bureaucrat-firm interactions.19

As previously mentioned, there could be alternative mechanisms that explain the substitution

effect, such as connected firms simply shifting from having formal contacts to having informal

contacts with their connected bureaucrats in the agency. But that mechanism is not supported

by the results in Table 6 that shows a strong substitution effect on bureaucrats in industry/region

sub-agencies rather than bureaucrats in PR-specific sub-agencies. Responsibilities in PR-specific

19. Perhaps individuals might understand firms’ technical and legal knowledge better if they engaged in specific
tasks while working for the firm, but this cannot be tested due to the limitations of our career data. Although our
career data shows the position in which individuals served while working at their firm (e.g., vice president, senior
director), this is a noisy measure of their ability to understand the firm’s legal and technical information. Holding a
high position in the firm does not necessarily mean that individuals are better at understanding the firm’s legal and
technical matter.
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Table 6: Heterogeneous Effects of the Bureaucratic Revolving Door

JD Degree USTR Sub-Agency

(1) (2) (3) (4)
with JD without JD Industry/Region PR

Participation in Advisory Committees:

Any Comm -0.05∗ -0.08 -0.07∗∗ -0.05
(0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04)

Num. Comm -0.03 -0.11 -0.07 -0.04
(0.04) (0.10) (0.05) (0.06)

Lobbying Activities:

Num. Report -0.16∗∗∗ -0.13∗∗ -0.16∗∗∗ -0.13
(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.09)

(ln) Spending -0.54∗ -0.50∗ -0.49∗∗ -0.73∗

(0.30) (0.28) (0.24) (0.40)

USTR Lobbbying -0.06∗ -0.03 -0.06∗ -0.04
(0.03) (0.05) (0.03) (0.05)

Observations 3,885 4,137 5,544 2,478

Notes: Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05,
*** p<0.01.

sub-agencies include social and political interactions with other agencies and legislatures, which

would provide more opportunities for informal interactions with their connected firms. Although

we cannot rule out this mechanism entirely, the analysis on the heterogeneous effect supports the

information-based explanation for the substitution effect.

Table 7 presents the results of hypotheses (3) and (4). First, the substitution effect is strongly

driven by connected bureaucrats with high initial USTR salaries. Bureaucrats who entered the

USTR with salaries higher than the agency’s median salary tend to have higher ranks and are in

better positions to incorporate firm-specific legal and technical expertise in the policies. Second,

the substitution effect occurs when connected bureaucrats have political preferences that are more

closely aligned with the agency’s median ideal point. Existing literature emphasizes that bureau-

cratic preference is an important factor in determining policy outcomes (Ting 2002; Gailmard and

Patty 2007; Lewis 2008; Bils 2020). If connected bureaucrats share similar ideological preferences
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Table 7: Heterogeneous Effects of the Bureaucratic Revolving Door

USTR Initial Salary USTR Ideological Alignment

(1) (2) (3) (4)
High Salary Low Salary Aligned Non-Aligned

Participation in Advisory Committees:

Any Comm -0.10∗∗ -0.03 -0.04 -0.06
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05)

Num. Comm -0.04 -0.07 -0.02 -0.05
(0.08) (0.06) (0.03) (0.08)

Lobbying Activities:

Num. Report -0.24∗∗∗ -0.08 -0.23∗∗∗ -0.11
(0.07) (0.06) (0.07) (0.15)

(ln) Spending -0.89∗∗∗ -0.29 -1.06∗∗∗ -0.25
(0.31) (0.27) (0.37) (0.54)

USTR Lobbbying -0.12∗∗ -0.00 -0.07∗ -0.07
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.09)

Observations 4,200 3,822 2,476 2,396

Notes: Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05,
*** p<0.01.

with other bureaucrats working in the USTR, the opinions of connected bureaucrats are more likely

to be supported by other bureaucrats and, thus, they could have more influence on the USTR poli-

cymaking process.

Our finding also suggest that connected firms do not always reduce their political participa-

tion when they acquire bureaucratic connections; such behaviors are conditional on an ideological

match between the agency and the connected bureaucrat. For instance, if a conservative individual

who worked for a fossil fuel firm moved to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)—which

is one of the government’s most liberal agencies (Clinton et al. 2012)—we do not expect the con-

nected firm to reduce its participation in the political process since the revolving-door bureaucrat’s

ideology still would be far from the EPA’s median ideal point and revolvers could face significant

opposition from career bureaucrats within the agency (Davenport 2020). Overall, the analysis on

the heterogeneous effect suggests that revolving-door bureaucrats’ ability and influence to incor-

26



porate firm-specific information are the key drivers of the substitution effect.

7 Conclusion

Bureaucrats are actively targeted by various interest groups due to their crucial roles in policymak-

ing. Canonical models of bureaucrat-interest group interactions focus primarily on incentives of

interest groups in providing policy-relevant information to bureaucrats through various forms of

political activities. The underlying assumption in the models is that a bureaucrat and an interest

group are separate agents with distinct preferences. Frequent movements of individuals from the

private sector to federal agencies raises a question about this key assumption. What happens to

interest groups when individuals connected to those groups become bureaucrats? How do bureau-

cratic revolvers affect interest groups’ political activities?

In this paper, we tackle this question using a novel dataset constructed from career trajectories

of USTR bureaucrats and their connected firms for the period 1997-2017. We argue that whether

the substitution or complement effect prevails depends on the types of information that interest

groups provide to bureaucrats. Given that most bureaucratic policymaking environments are char-

acterized as firms trying to deliver firm-specific, technical information to bureaucrats, we expect

the substitution effect to arise. We show that there is a strong substitution effect: when a connected

person moves to the USTR as a bureaucrat, the connected firm is less likely to participate on USTR

advisory committees and reduces its overall lobbying spending. We also show that the substitution

effect is stronger when connected bureaucrats are more capable of processing firm-specific infor-

mation and are more influential within the agency in incorporating the information related to the

connected firms in policy production.

The normative implications of our research on the bureaucratic revolving-door phenomenon are

ambiguous. On one hand, the substitution effect implies that revolvers into the government do

not amplify the connected firms’ political activities and increase the amount of money spent by

interest groups circulating in our political system. On the other hand, the substitution effect could
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imply that interest groups may not need to spend more money on lobbying and that they allocate

more time to participate in advisory committee activities to influence government policies when

their connected individuals become bureaucrats. Through personal connections in the bureau-

cracy, firms with a bureaucratic connection could achieve what they would have achieved through

other channels that require more resource spending. Moreover, it is unclear what connected firms

would do with their unused resources thanks to their connected bureaucrats: If firms spend unused

resources to boost productivity (e.g., R&D), the consequences of bureaucratic revolvers are less

pernicious; however, it is worrisome if firms spend unused resources for rent-seeking activities.

There is a long standing tradition in the study of interest groups that uses political participation,

such as contacting policymakers and lobbying spending, as measures of influence (e.g., Schlozman,

Verba, and Brady 2012; Page, Bartels, and Seawright 2013). Our result suggests that the decreased

levels of political activities by interest groups does not necessarily mean their influence has also

declined when the revolving-door phenomenon exists. Interest groups endogenously reduce their

political participation in expectation of the revolving-door bureaucrat’s actions. Under this sce-

nario, less inequality in political participation among interest groups may imply more inequality

in political influence if a selected set of interest groups can form a connection with revolving-door

bureaucrats.

What are the general implications of our research on the topic of revolvers into the bureaucracy?

Our results present some conditions to observe a substitution effect between bureaucratic revolvers

and interest groups’ political participation. The case we examine in this paper - revolvers in the

USTR - satisfies those conditions, but there is a significant variation across agencies regarding

their ideologies (Clinton and Lewis 2008; Richardson, Clinton, and Lewis 2017) and the types

of individuals who move from the private sector into those agencies. Federal advisory commit-

tees could also play different roles depending on the jurisdiction of the agency. Therefore, it is

possible that bureaucratic revolvers could lead to more active interest group participation, which

suggests the complement effect. Extending our analysis to other agencies and identifying the con-

ditions conducive to the substitution or complement effect will enhance our understanding of how
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bureaucracy and interest groups interact in a complex policymaking environment.
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A Theoretical Framework
In this section, we formalize our theoretical arguments. Doing so helps readers check the internal
consistency of our arguments. Players are a firm and an agency. The firm provides two types of
policy inputs to the agency. The first input, denoted by p ≥ 0, represents the extent to which the
firm participates on the agency’s advisory committees. The extent to which the firm can provide p
depends on the agency who sets the threshold p to limit the firm’s participation. The second type
of policy inputs, denoted by l ≥ 0, represents the firm’s lobbying activities. Unlike p, the choice
of l is unconstrained. For each input, the firm pays the price γp and γl , respectively.

The agency hires a nonstrategic bureaucratic actor, who produces the policy output based on
the firm’s information inputs. The functional form of policy output is bpα lβ , which is a Cobb-
Douglas production function and b > 0 and α,β ∈ (0,1). The bureaucrat’s ability b affects how
much policy is produced from the inputs. A higher b means that the bureaucrat is better connected
to the firm and enables more efficient production of the policy. b, p, l, p are publicly observable.

The sequence of the game is as follows:

1. Bureaucrat enters the agency.

2. The agency sets p so that the choice of p is limited to (0, p].

3. The firm chooses the bundle of policy inputs (p, l).

4. Bureaucrat produces the policy output.

The firm’s utility is as follows:

UF = bpα lβ − γp p− γll (1)

The firm faces the cost minimization problem such that

min
p,l

γp p+ γll

s.t. Y = bpα lβ

p ≤ p

(2)

The amount of policy output that can be produced by the bureaucrat is fixed and this reflects the
policymaking process where there are limits to how much particularistic policies can be produced
for the firm.

To account for the agency-led constraints that we discussed in our main text, we assume that the
agency cares about balanced representation. If the bureaucrat is connected to the firm, the agency
lowers p such that ∂ p/∂b < 0.

Results
The Lagrange function for the firm’s cost minimization problem is
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L(p, l,µ,λ ) =−γp p− γll −µ(Y −bpα lβ )−λ (p− p) (3)

∂L
∂ p

=−γp −µαbpα−1lβ −λ = 0

∂L
∂ l

=−γl −µβbpα lβ−1 = 0

∂L
∂ µ

= Y −bpα lβ = 0

λ (p− p) = 0

λ ≥ 0

(4)

If p is not binding, then,

l∗ = (
Y
b
)1/(α+β )(

γpα
γlβ

)β/(α+β )

p∗ = (
Y
b
)1/(α+β )(

γlβ
γpα

)α/(α+β )
(5)

The results indicate that both l∗ and p∗ decrease in b. Therefore, we observe the substitution effect
for both l∗ and p∗.

To see how the entry of the connected bureaucrat affects the firm’s choice of p as the result of
the agency’s choice of p, we focus on the case where p is binding, p = p. Solving for (4) yields

l∗ = p−α/βY 1/β b−1/β

p∗ = p
(6)

Comparative statics of l∗ and p∗ with respect to b yields

∂ l∗

∂b
=−α

β
∂ p
∂b

α p−(α/β+1)Y 1/β b−1/β − 1
β

b−(1/β+1)p−α/βY 1/β

∂ p∗

∂b
=

∂ p
∂b

< 0

(7)

The sign of ∂ l∗/∂b depends on the direct and indirect effect of b. The direct effect, − 1
β

b−(1/β+1)

p−α/βY 1/β , is negative since an increase in b at the fixed amount of policy leads the firm to

decrease l. On the other hand, the indirect effect, −α
β

∂ p
∂b

α p−(α/β+1)Y 1/β b−1/β , is positive in that
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the firm raises the level of input l in response to the agency decreasing p in response to an increase
in b. For ∂ l∗/∂b to be negative, the absolute magnitude of the direct effect must be larger than that
of the indirect effect. This means that, ∂ p/∂b, a decrease in the firm’s participation in advisory
committees due to the agency-led constraint should be small in magnitude.
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B Summary Statistics
Table B1 shows the summary statistics of firm-level data.

Table B1: Summary Statistics of Firm-Level Variables, 1997-2017

Mean Median SD Min Max N

Any Committee 0.33 0 0.47 0 1 3,507
Number of Committee 0.45 0 0.75 0 6 3,507
(ln) Lobbying Spending 7.14 9.21 7.20 0 18.64 3,507
(ln) Num. of Lobbying Report 1.28 1.09 1.42 0 5.14 3,507
(ln) Num. of Lobbying Report Mention-
ing USTR

0.42 0 0.68 0 2.89 3,507

No.Connection 0.14 0 0.42 0 4 3,507

Table B2 shows the summary statistics of bureaucrat-firm-level data.

Table B2: Summary Statistics of Main Variables, 1997-2017

Mean Median SD Min Max N

Any Committee 0.40 0 0.49 0 1 8,022
Number of Committee 0.57 0 0.82 0 6 8,022
(ln) Lobbying Spending 8.49 12.70 7.51 0 18.64 8,022
(ln) Num. of Lobbying Report 1.66 1.60 1.63 0 5.14 8,022
(ln) Num. of Lobbying Report Mention-
ing USTR

0.61 0 0.82 0 2.89 8,022

Bureaucrat’s Initial USTR Salary($K) 102.2 105.0 32.8 1.7 180.1 7,686
Ideolgical Gap Score with USTR 0.54 0 0.86 0 2.71 4,872
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C USTR Advisory Committees Data
During the period 1997-2017, there was 54 unique advisory committees in total. On average, the
number of advisory committees in every fiscal year is 27. The minimum is 26 and the maximum is
31. Since 2006, 16 committees (e.g. Industry Trade Advisory Committees, ITACs) are under the
jurisdiction of the Department of Commerce (DOC) and the USTR, 7 committees (e.g. Agricultural
Technical Advisory Committees, ATACs) are under the joint supervision by the US Department
of Agriculture (USDA) and USTR, and 4 committees are under the sole jurisdiction of the USTR
(Table C1).

Table C1: Jurisdiction of USTR Advisory Committees

DOC USDA USTR Total

1998 20 6 5 31
1999 20 6 3 29
2000 21 6 4 31
2001 21 6 4 31
2002 21 6 4 31
2003 21 7 4 31
2004 17 7 4 28
2005 17 7 3 27
2006 16 7 4 27
2007 16 7 4 27
2008 16 7 4 27
2009 16 7 4 27
2010 16 7 4 27
2011 16 7 4 27
2012 16 7 4 27
2013 16 7 4 27
2014 16 7 4 27
2015 16 7 4 27
2016 16 7 4 27
2017 16 7 4 27
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D Federal Office of Personnel Management (OPM) Data
There are 825 USTR officials who served in the USTR during the period 1997-2017. Table
D1 and Figure D1 show the number of USTR officials in a given year. The number of USTR
officials increases during the second term of the Bush administration (2005-2008) and the Obama
administration(2009-2012).

Among the 825 USTR officials who worked in the USTR during 1997-2017, we have career-
path information about 459 bureaucrats. There are some systemic differences in work years be-
tween USTR officials with and without career data. Those with career information spent fewer
years in the USTR. On average, they worked in the USTR for six years, and the 75% percentile is
eight years. On the other hand, those without career information on average worked in the USTR
for eight years and the 75% percentile is 13 years.

We also can compare characteristics of USTR officials with and without career information.
Among the 658 USTR officials whose information is in the OPM data, there is career trajectory
information for 333. The OPM data contains information on federal employees’ age group, edu-
cation level, and basic pay. There are 12 age groups. (1) 15-19, (2) 20-24, (3) 25-29, (4) 30-34, (5)
35-39, (6) 40-44, (7) 45-49, (8) 50-54, (9) 55-59, (10) 60-64, (11) 65-69, (12) 70-74. Education
level consists of 22 levels ranging from no formal education (code 01) to post-doctoral education
(code 22). Table D2 shows the comparison of USTR officials in OPM data with and without career
information. On average, those with career information are younger, received a higher salary in the
USTR, and have a higher education level. Specifically, USTR officials with no career information
have earned a college degree, on average (code 12). On the other hand, USTR officials with career
information have professional degrees, such as JDs or MDs.

Table D1: Number of USTR Officials by Year, 1997-2017

Year # of Employees Year # of Employees

1997 188 2008 281
1998 202 2009 282
1999 214 2010 285
2000 212 2011 277
2001 226 2012 292
2002 226 2013 277
2003 228 2014 257
2004 265 2015 230
2005 280 2016 230
2006 289 2017 233
2007 292

We collected information on career trajectories of individuals who worked in the USTR during
the period 1997-2017. Each row contains information about the name of the employer, the job
title, and the start/end year of employment.

We categorized employers into 18 types as shown in Table D3. The frequency column denotes
the number of unique employers that fall under each category. The most frequent employer types
are USTR, other federal government agencies, and private firms. Employers are labeled as ‘po-
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Table D2: Descriptive Statistics on the OPM Data

Without Information With Information Two Sample T-tests

Mean SD Mean SD t p-value

Age Group 6.04 2.17 5.43 1.79 14.61 0.000

Education Level 12.53 5.43 15.98 2.35 -40.77 0.000

Basic Pay 76741 39538 101490 36352 -30.72 0.000

Figure D1: Number of USTR Officials by Year, 1997-2017
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litical organization’ if they are organized interest group with political agenda and lobbying power
(e.g., Emily’s List). The difference between ‘political organization’ and‘trade association’ is that
the latter refers to business interests, whereas the former refers to advocacy groups with other po-
litical agendas. Employers are coded as ‘misc’ if they had jobs that are difficult to categorize, such
as writers.
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Table D3: Types of Employers

Type Freq.
ustr 813
federal government 644
private firm 603
lobbying/law firm 335
congress 228
education 226
trade association 160
campaign 137
consulting firm 118
nonprofit 114
intern/clark 112
other 104
international organization 71
think tank 63
state/local government 62
political organization 43
military 29
misc 26
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E An Example of A Comment Submitted to the USTR

Figure E1: A Comment Submitted to the USTR

Notes: Figures are screenshots from the comment submitted by TE Connectivity to the USTR regarding its
opinion on imposing additional tariffs on EU products.
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F Direct vs. Indirect Connection

Table F1: The Effect of Direct Connection on Political Participation: Bureaucrat×Firm-level Anal-
ysis

Outcome = Advisory Committes Lobbying

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any Comm No. Comm No. Report Spending USTR

Work USTR -0.00288 -0.0279 0.0457 0.292 0.0515∗

(0.0272) (0.0440) (0.0593) (0.248) (0.0273)
Connection 0.0637 0.0684 0.0465 0.0741 -0.00868

(0.0391) (0.0524) (0.0587) (0.283) (0.0377)
Work USTR × Connection -0.0926∗∗ -0.0890 -0.170∗∗∗ -0.750∗∗ -0.109∗∗∗

(0.0394) (0.0703) (0.0648) (0.319) (0.0379)

Effect of Entry When -0.09∗∗∗ -0.11∗∗ -0.12∗∗ -0.45∗ -0.05∗

Connection=1 (0.03) (0.05) (0.05) (0.24) (0.03)

Year FE 3 3 3 3 3

Bureaucrat-Firm FE 3 3 3 3 3

Observations 5649 5649 5649 5649 5649
adj. R-sq 0.435 0.435 0.827 0.805 0.704

Notes: Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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Table F2: The Effect of Indirect Connection on Political Participation: Bureaucrat×Firm-level
Analysis

Outcome = Advisory Committes Lobbying

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
Any Comm No. Comm No. Report Spending USTR

Work USTR 0.0318 0.0786 -0.00102 -0.235 0.0631
(0.0343) (0.0735) (0.0466) (0.191) (0.0499)

Connection 0.0939∗ 0.145 0.0787 0.0781 0.124
(0.0543) (0.104) (0.0787) (0.237) (0.0791)

Work USTR × Connection 0.0296 0.0930 -0.129 -0.340 -0.0235
(0.0993) (0.182) (0.107) (0.475) (0.106)

Effect of Entry When 0.06 0.17 -0.13 -0.57 0.03
Connection=1 (0.08) (0.16) (0.09) (0.38) (0.08)

N 2373 2373 2373 2373 2373
adj. R2 0.325 0.358 0.850 0.853 0.665

Notes: Cell entries are regression coefficients with firm-clustered standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01.
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