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Motivation Data Foreign Influence Mechanism

Motivation

How lobbying influences the allocation of government resources?

Particularly touchy: foreign governments trying to influence Washington

Foreign lobbyists, with their track record of working for Nazis, drug-running despots,
and death squad dictators, are widely thought to be the lowest type of Beltway pond
scum.
– Ken Silverstein, Turkmeniscam

Much of what we know is based on either a few years of data, case studies, or
anecdotes.

This paper: Large-sample evidence on how foreign lobbying influences public
policy.
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What do we do?

Introduce new data:
• Digitize over 12,000 scanned filings made under the Foreign Agents

Registration Act.
– Over 225,000 meetings with congresspeople, US government agencies, and state

governors from 2000–2018.
Two main results:

1. Foreign lobbying affects government resource allocation.
– Greater foreign aid and financial assistance to foreign countries.
– Greater corporate subsidies to US subsidiaries of foreign firms.

2. Mechanism: provide evidence that a quid pro quo channel is at play.
– Subsidies to connected foreign firms create fewer jobs relative to an unconnected

counterfactual.
– Legislators get more privately-sponsored trips (example) and voting benefits.
– No evidence of a lower re-election probability or lower political contributions

https://disclosures-clerk.house.gov/gtimages/MT/2013/500010450.pdf
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Data
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Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA)

• Disclosure act: enacted in 1938 to fight Nazi propaganda in the US.
• Act does not authorize or prohibit people from activities: spirit of law is US government

to be aware of attempts of foreign influence

• Mandates disclosures of meetings by representatives of foreign countries with US
legislators.

– 180,000+ date-stamped in-person meetings between 146 foreign countries and 1,200
legislators from 2000–2018

– 45,000+ date-stamped in-person meetings between 169 foreign countries and
employees from 19 US agencies from 2000–2018

– ∼1,500 date-stamped in-person meetings between 49 foreign countries and 214
unique state governors from 2000–2018
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Who registers and discloses?

• Agents: firms or individuals in the United States.
• On behalf of a Foreign Principal: a foreign government, foreign corporation, foreign

person.
• Working on Covered Activities in the the United States:
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Who registers and discloses?

• Agents: firms or individuals in the United States.
• On behalf of a Foreign Principal: a foreign government, foreign corporation, foreign

person.
• Working on Covered Activities in the the United States:

1. Political activities—e.g. representing the interests of a foreign principal before US
Government officials or agencies;

2. Acting as public relations counsel, a publicity agent, or political consultant;
3. Soliciting, collecting, disbursing, or dispensing contributions, loans, money, or other

things of value within the United States;
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Example #1: A clean example

The identity of any government officials, members of Congress, their staff, or media the
foreign agents had contact with on behalf of a foreign principal
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Example #2: A not so clean example
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How tough is FARA enforcement?

• Similar to Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA): up to 5 years in prison and/or fines of
up to $250,000.

– 13 criminal convictions out of 14 cases in the last 20 years.
– 9 LDA cases settled with civil penalties of $200,000 or less; 1 criminal

conviction—Jack Abramoff in 2020 (sentenced to 48 months).
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Violating FARA is not a good idea...
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Combine FARA data with...

• Legislator characteristics
• [1] Center for Effective Lawmaking; [2] Ideology scores (Poole and Rosenthal, 1988;

2006); [3] MIT Elections; [4] Committee Assignments (Stewart, 2017);
[5] Hand-collect legislator deaths; [6] Political contributions

• Lobbyist data
• [7] Lobbying Info; [8] Open Secrets

• Measuring Influence
• [9] Foreign Aid and Assistance; [10] Subsidies; [11] Government Contracts; [12]

Legislative Activity on Tariff Bills; [13] Privately-sponsored foreign trips; [14] L2
Voter Registration

• Country data
• [15] World bank; [16] Varieties of Democracy

• Other data
• [17] Twitter; [18] Official trips to foreign countries; [19] United Nations General

Assembly voting; [20] Foreign born individuals (CPS)
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(Probably too many) Patterns we observe

1. Foreign country representatives meet disproportionately often with the most effective
legislators

2. Foreign country representatives meet disproportionately often with members of the
Foreign Affairs committee

3. Foreign country representatives meet disproportionately with employees of the US
Agencies in charge of the allocation of most of the foreign aid

4. Foreign country representatives increase their meetings with a legislator in the
year-month in which he/she sponsors a tariff bill related to the country

5. Foreign country representatives increase their meetings with a legislator in the
year-month in which the committee in which he/she sits discusses a tariff bill related to
the country

6. Foreign country representatives meet with legislators across the ideological spectrum and
across parties

Determinant of meetings – intensive margin Determinant of meetings – extensive margin Effective legislators Relevant committees

Relevant agencies Activity on tariff bills Across party lines
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Foreign Influence
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Are meetings related to changes in resource allocation?

Relationship between meetings and government resources to foreign governments
and foreign firms:

1. Foreign governments: foreign aid.

2. Foreign firms: place-based subsidies for firms headquartered in foreign countries.

Mechanism: influence resource allocation through preferential treatment and/or
by reducing information asymmetries.
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Foreign Aid – Panel estimation

A. Aggregate legislator meetings

Dependent variable: 100 × 1Aid>0 100 × log(1+Aid amount)

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

Log (1+Meetingst) 0.486 0.242 12.426∗∗ 9.471∗

(0.377) (0.377) (5.678) (5.631)

Controls No Yes No Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.69 0.35 0.83 0.70
Observations 2,698 2,097 2,698 2,097

B. Executive agency meetings

Dependent variable: 100 × 1Aid>0 100 × log(1 + Aid amount)

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

Log (1+Meetingst) 1.379∗∗ 1.107∗ 29.075∗∗∗ 23.534∗∗

(0.537) (0.587) (9.876) (10.590)

Controls No Yes No Yes
Agency × year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.61 0.64 0.67 0.70
Observations 18,145 14,304 18,059 14,240
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Corporate subsidies

Corporate subsidies are nearly ideal because:

1. Local: can link meetings with individual legislators and subsidies at the congressional
district or state level.

2. Legislators have discretion: programs aim to attract “high-benefit” firms.

3. Many go to foreign firms: may promote economic growth but could be detrimental to
domestic firms.
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Corporate subsidies and meetings with lawmakers

Subsidy outcomeclft = γft + δlt + βMeetingslft + ϵclft

Dependent variable: 100 × 1Subsidiest > 0 100 × log(Subsidiest)

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

House Meetingst 0.01 0.02 10.55∗∗∗ 8.85∗∗∗

(0.04) (0.04) (1.48) (1.34)

Senator Meetingst 3.41∗∗∗ 3.55∗∗∗ 16.45∗∗∗ 11.97∗∗

(0.62) (0.64) (4.24) (5.65)

Governor Meetingst 4.07∗∗∗ 3.47∗∗ 53.25∗∗∗ 35.92∗∗∗

(1.41) (1.47) (12.99) (10.45)

Foreignt 3.81∗∗∗ 139.83∗∗∗

(0.13) (2.99)

State × Year FE Yes Yes Yes Yes
ISO3 × Year FE No Yes No Yes
R2 0.08 0.08 0.30 0.30
Observations 7,903,892 7,903,892 646,301 646,230
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Corporate subsidies – Difference-in-Differences

• Reverse causality: maybe these meetings are just to work out details of already
arranged subsidies.

• Use legislator deaths as an exogenous shock to a connection: 33 deaths.

• Control group: firms that got subsidies in the same local area, but whose country
representatives never met with a deceased legislator.
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Difference-in-Differences results

Subsidy Outcomelft = αfl + αt +
−5∑

k=−1
βk × 1

Connected × 1k +
5∑

k=1
γk × 1

Connected × 1k + ϵlft

A. Probability of receiving subsidy (p.p.) B. 100 × log(1+Subsidy Amount)
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Information or
Quid Pro Quo?
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What do they predict?

Connected foreign countries and foreign firms receive more resources than their
unconnected peers.

Two potential channels: information or quid pro quo.

a) Information: connections solve information asymmetries leading to better decisions.
– Prediction: more informed spending → better outcomes.

b) Quid pro quo: connections allow lawmakers to extract personal rents.
– Predictions: (1) spending to connected parties not be associated with better

outcomes; (2) lawmakers should get personal benefits (and face low costs).

Do subsidies to connected foreign firms create more jobs than a reasonable
counterfactual?

– Merge Good Jobs First Subsidy Tracker data with the National Establishment Time
Series.

– Examine jobs created after receiving a subsidy for connected and unconnected foreign
firms.
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Employment after subsidies for connected firms

Dependent variable: 100 × (log Employmentt+5 − log Employmentt)

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

log Subsidiest 1.25∗∗∗ 1.29∗∗∗ 1.60∗∗∗ 1.08∗∗∗

(0.14) (0.16) (0.16) (0.31)

log Subsidiest × Foreignt 0.39∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗ 1.91∗∗

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.94)

log Subsidiest × Foreignt × Connectedt -0.59∗ -0.61∗∗ -0.49 -0.33
(0.31) (0.31) (0.31) (0.45)

State × Year FE No Yes Yes No
NAICS3 × Year No No Yes No
Firm FE No No No Yes
Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.56
Observations 126,598 126,553 126,496 120,644
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Employment after subsidies for connected firms

100 ×
(
log(Empclft+h) − log(Empclfth)

)
= αlth + βh log(Subsidyclft) + ηhControlsclfth + ϵclfth

Local projection of change in log(Employment) around receiving subsidy
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Privately-sponsored trips to foreign countries

Dependent variable: 100 × 1T rip>0 # days

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

Meetingst 0.052∗∗∗ 0.046∗∗∗ 0.008∗ 0.007∗

(0.018) (0.017) (0.004) (0.004)

Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
State × year-month fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Legislator fixed effects No Yes No Yes
R2 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01
Observations 2,124,840 2,124,840 2,124,840 2,124,840
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Costs to US Legislators – Political contributions by
individuals

Dependent variable: Political contributions by individuals (in 000 USD)

(1) (2) (3)

Meetingst -1.4 -1.4 -2.5
(1.1) (1.0) (2.4)

Meetingst × Political corruption index -5.0
(8.7)

Meetingst × Corruption perception index 0.1
(0.1)

Legislator fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
State × year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.96 0.96 0.97
Observations 17,792 17,792 8,682



19/19

Motivation Data Foreign Influence Mechanism

Other evidence on benefits and costs

1. Benefits: Novel dataset on voter registration → link the ethnicity of the electoral base
to foreign countries. More meetings with legislators associated with increase in the share
of registered voters with ethnic affiliations to the foreign country.

2. Costs: Incumbent legislators are not more likely to lose an election if they meet
prolifically.
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Conclusion

• Novel comprehensive dataset to study foreign lobbying and foreign influence in the
United States.

• Connected parties receive more government resources.

• Results are consistent with a quid pro quo channel.

• Dataset offers new empirical facts that can test and refine theories of lobbying in political
economics and public finance.

• Paths for future work: what determines connections, trade and foreign investment, role of
connections in regime change.
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FARA exemptions

1. Diplomatic officers if they are acting exclusively within their official capacities, as
recognized by the US Department of State

2. Practicing attorneys acting in the course of legal representation before a court of law or a
federal agency

3. Engaging in private and nonpolitical activities, including commerce, charitable
solicitations, and religious or scientific pursuit

4. Agents that are otherwise registered under the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA)

Back
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What do foreign countries lobbying for?
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Geographic variation in the location of foreign principals
whose agents meet with legislators
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How many foreign countries do legislators meet with?

A. Foreign countries per legislators
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How many legislators do foreign country representatives
meet with?

A. Legislators per foreign countries
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How many foreign countries per Agency?

A. Foreign countries per Agencies
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How many Agencies per foreign country?

B. Agencies per foreign countries
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Who do they meet with?

2) Foreign countries meet disproportionately with most effective legislators.
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Who do they meet with?
3) Percentage of meetings with members of a given committee.

Foreign affairs
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Country characteristics and meetings
Unit of analysis is foreign country-year

1(Meetings > 0)ft = δt + βCountry characteristicsft−1 + ϵft

Log (GDP)
Log (Population)

Log (US Exports)
Log (US Imports)

Total unrest -- source (Log)
Total unrest -- target (Log)

Political violence
Coup

Transition to democracy
Electoral democracy index

Political corruption index
Political polarization

US-imposed sanction length
Country political preference, UNGA Voting (Log)

US Presidential diplomatic visits (Log)

Economic

 Conflict

 Institutions

-0.40 -0.20 0.00 0.20
Coefficients

Extensive margin

Back
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Legislator characteristics and meetings
Unit of analysis is legislator-foreign country-year

log(Meetings)lfy = γfy + βLegislator characteristicsly + ϵlfy

House member
Majority

Vote share

Distance from median (ideology)
DW-NOMINATE 1
DW-NOMINATE 2

Legislative Effectiveness Score
Power committee (member)

Foreign affairs (member)
Foreign affairs (chair)

Security & Intel (member)
Security & Intel (chair)

Armed services (member)
Armed services (chair)

Legislator

 Ideology

 Importance

-0.20 -0.10 0.00 0.10 0.20
Coefficients

Log (meetings)

Back
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Are meetings related to legislative activity on tariff policies?
We obtained 469 bills over the period 2000-2018. At the legislator-commitee-foreign
country-year-month level

1{Action > 0}lcfym = αl + αcy + αfy + βMeetingslfym + ϵlcfym (1)

Dependent variable: 100 × 1Sponsoring Favourable bill>0 100 × 1Committee Action>0

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

Meetingst 0.050∗∗ 0.047∗∗ 0.044∗ 0.031∗

(0.020) (0.018) (0.023) (0.017)

Legislator fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country × year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Committee × year fixed effects No No Yes Yes
R2 0.01 0.02 0.05 0.06
Observations 4,045,632 1,258,152 2,098,380 1,045,493

Column (2) and (4) focus on the sub-sample of effective legislators, defined as those that are
above-median LES

Back
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Meetings with US agency employees

1. Foreign countries whose representatives meet with US Agency employees receive on
average US$ 175 million in foreign aid, which is 0.47% of the country’s GDP

2. Countries meeting with US Agency employees receive a larger fraction of total aid
(compared to a uniform distribution of aid)

• There are on average 160 foreign countries meeting with USAID per year
• We capture only 11 of them meeting with USAID
• If aid was uniformly distributed we would see these countries accounting for about

6.8% of aid
• Instead these countries receive on average over 20% of aid allocated by USAID

3. Three agencies—the Department of State, the Department of Defense, and
USAID—implemented around 90% of all foreign aid and collectively account for
approximately 67% of all meetings with executive agencies.

Back
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A closer look at the 3 agencies
Fraction of countries that meet with a specific US agency and receive aid from

the same US agency in the same year (relative to total number of countries that
meet with the same agency in the same year)
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Difference-in-differences Foreign Aid – extensive margin
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Difference-in-differences government contracts – extensive
margin
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Does ideology matter for meetings?

• Scholars have shown how party ideology
– influences voting in the US Congress on funding for international financial

institutions
– how it affects preferences regarding foreign aid by the US

• The influence of government ideology on international relations and foreign policy is
well-established with respect to the United States (Potrafke,2009)

Two alternative hypotheses:

1. Foreign country representatives may find it easier to meet with US legislators of a
ideology close to the government they represent

2. Foreign country representatives may meet more with legislators who are against a given
country (influencing them is more important)
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Foreign Aid – Panel estimation

• For legislators we aggregate aid and meetings at the foreign country - year:
L.1 Extensive margin

1{Foreign aid > 0}ft = γf + δt + βMeetingsft + ηControlsft + ϵft

L.2 Intensive margin

Foreign aidft = γf + δt + βMeetingsft + ηControlsft + ϵft

• For Agencies we aggregate aid and meetings at the agency - foreign country - year :
A.1 Extensive margin

1{Foreign aid > 0}aft = γf + δat + βMeetingsaft + ηControlsft + ϵaft

A.2 Intensive margin

Foreign aidaft = γf + δat + βMeetingsaft + ηControlsft + ϵaft

where a is the agency, f the foreign country, and t is the year.
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Foreign Aid – Panel estimation – Legislators

Dependent variable: 1Aid>0 log(1 + Aid amountt)

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

log(1 + Meetingst) 0.005 0.002 0.124∗∗ 0.095∗

(0.004) (0.004) (0.057) (0.056)

Controls No Yes No Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.69 0.35 0.83 0.70
Observations 2,698 2,097 2,698 2,097

Difference-in-differences foreign aid – extensive margin Difference-in-differences foreign aid – intensive margin
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Foreign Aid – Panel estimation – Agencies

Dependent variable: 1Aid>0 log(1 + Aid amountt)

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

log(1 + Meetingst) 0.014∗∗∗ 0.011∗ 0.300∗∗∗ 0.236∗∗

(0.005) (0.006) (0.099) (0.106)

Controls No Yes No Yes
Agency × year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.61 0.64 0.66 0.70
Observations 18,373 14,256 18,288 14,192
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Costs to US Legislators – Timing of re-election

Exitit = hi0 × exp(β1Meetingsit + β2Controlsit + ϵit)

where i identifies the legislator and t is the election year

Characteristics None Legislator Ideology Importance All

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

Meetingst -0.006 -0.011 -0.008 -0.008 -0.011
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010)

Controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes
State fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Observations 2,658 2,627 2,658 2,658 2,627
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Appendix

Benefits to US Legislators – Privately-sponsored trips

Dependent variable: 100 × 1T rip>0 # days

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

Meetingst 0.052∗∗∗ 0.046∗∗∗ 0.008∗ 0.007∗

(0.018) (0.017) (0.004) (0.004)

Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
State × year-month fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Country fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Legislator fixed effects No Yes No Yes
R2 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01
Observations 2,124,840 2,124,840 2,124,840 2,124,840
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Appendix

Benefits to US Legislators – Registered voters

Dependent variable: Share of registered democrats t+1

Senate House member

(1) (2)

Meetingst -0.055 -0.065
(0.069) (0.076)

Democrat 18.228∗∗∗ 22.664∗∗∗

(1.119) (1.010)

Meetingst × Democrat 0.443∗∗ 0.107∗

(0.169) (0.061)

Country fixed effects Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes
R2 0.62 0.57
Observations 939 2,424
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Appendix

Foreign countries meet with lawmakers from across party
lines and the ideological spectrum

Meetings with Turkey
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