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Abstract 
 
We propose a forensic approach to investigate the politico-economic forces that influence 
narrow vote outcomes in legislative assemblies. Applying nonparametric estimation techniques 
to a data set covering all roll call votes between 1990 and 2014, we can identify the existence of 
precise control over legislative vote outcomes in the U.S. House of Representatives. Several 
pieces of evidence indicate that this control seems to be, at least partly, driven by campaign 
finance donations. Moreover, control seems to be most prevalent in times of higher electoral 
competition, i.e. during election years. Our contribution sheds new light on the role of money in 
politics and, more generally, opens a novel perspective to empirical research on legislative 
voting. 
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(c) Party donations

Figure 8: The solid line visualizes the local linear smooth of total daily donation flows within a time span of ± 4
weeks around the vote, the gray markers represent the raw data points using all votes in election years, and the total of
individual, corporate/organization, or party donations respectively. The left y-axis corresponds to the smooth and the
right to the data points.

all contributor types. Figure 8 shows the local linear fit of the daily total donations within a time span of 4

weeks around the vote date for the sample of votes in election years and all three contribution types. Figure 8a

presents the pattern for individual, Figure 8b for corporate/organization, and Figure 8c for party donations.

Visually, all three donation types feature a wing-like pattern around the threshold, and a positive discontinuity

in total daily donation flows at the vote margin, while the wings are least distinct for individual donations. The

respective figures for non-election years are presented in Figure A6 in the Appendix. Again the wing-like pattern

seems to be specific to election years.

Columns IV to IX in Table 4 present the estimates of the discontinuity in total daily money flows at the

threshold value for all three donation types. All feature systematic positive discontinuities in election and not in

non-election years. Depending on the donation source, total daily donation flows on average jump by between

USD 50,000 to USD 150,000 in election years. Corporate and party donations feature the largest discontinuities,

although on average total daily donation flows around the margin are comparable between individual and

corporate donations and individual donations are considerably higher than party donations on average. This

would suggest that, if the size of donations is proportional to the influence, corporate and party donations drive

most of the observed behavior.

If the variation in money flows is really due to strategic donating in order to influence legislators’ voting behavior,

we would not expect very low individual donation flows to drive our effect.18 These low donations are normally

sympathy statements from private persons that arguably should not be meant to impact legislators’ voting. This

is exactly what we find when repeating our estimates for subsamples of ‘low’ individual donation flows, below

18 High campaign finance donations by individuals might still capture some special interests as shareholders, CEOs, and board
members of specific companies might intend to specifically influence legislators through donations in the context of legislation
that is particularly relevant for their industry. In contrast, very low donations by a broad range of individual donors are less
likely the result of coordinated SIG efforts.
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Figure 9: Rolling discontinuity estimates in total donations for election and non-election years within a 6-days band. The
dots represent the discontinuity estimates, and the dashed lines represent the 99% confidence bands.

USD 30, 40, 50, and 100. The detailed results are presented in Table A1 in the Appendix.

Summing up, we find that there are on average systematically higher total daily donation flows to congressmen

around votes that were narrowly passed compared to those which were narrowly defeated. This is especially

true for election years. This result is very much in line with our observations in the vote distribution, where we

found that the vote outcome distribution is discontinuous in election but not in non-election years, suggesting

that the precise control mechanism is in force during election years. The results for the total daily donation

flows resemble this behavior and suggest that donation flows are related to the passage of contested bills.

5.3.2 Time structure of discontinuities in donation flows

In a next step, we investigate whether there is a specific time pattern in the discontinuities within the 4 weeks

before and after the votes. Therefore, we repeat the discontinuity estimates in a rolling manner, always including

daily donations within a 6-day time band. Results for the sample of votes in election years are presented

in Figure 9a and for non-election years in Figure 9b. Each dot represents a discontinuity estimate (using a

bandwidth of 1%). The x-axis represents the ± 28 days around the vote, centered on the vote date. The

estimates include the daily donations on the date they are assigned to on the x-axis and the 5 following days,

such that, e.g., the estimate at x = 0 includes donations on the day of the vote itself and on the 5 following

days.

We find that the donation flows show systematic discontinuities in the period about 10 days before the vote
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