
Munich Personal RePEc Archive

Informational Lobbying and Competition

for Access

Cotton, Christopher

Cornell University

25 October 2007

Online at https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/5747/

MPRA Paper No. 5747, posted 14 Nov 2007 06:01 UTC



Informational Lobbying and Competition for Access

Christopher Cotton∗

Cornell University

—Job Market Paper—

October 25, 2007

Abstract

There is substantial evidence that political contributions buy access to politicians. This pa-

per incorporates access into a model of informational lobbying, then uses the access framework

to analyze the impact of contribution limits on policy outcomes and representative citizen wel-

fare. In the competition for access model, interest groups provide contributions to a politician

and those that provide the highest contributions win access. A group with access can present

verifiable evidence in favor of its preferred policy. Because equilibrium contributions are cho-

sen endogenously, the politician learns about the evidence quality of all interest groups, even

when he grants access to only some of the groups. A contribution limit reduces the amount of

information available to the politician and tends to result in worse policy. Under a variety of

assumptions, a limit has an unambiguously negative impact on representative citizen welfare.

However, when the politician can choose whether to sell access or sell policy favors, a contribu-

tion limit can improve citizen welfare by making it more likely that the politician sells access.
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Money doesn’t buy...a position. But it will definitely buy you some access so you can

make your case.

- Thomas Downey (former US Congressman)

Doing what’s right isn’t the problem. It’s knowing what’s right.

- Lyndon B. Johnson

1 Introduction

In the United States, interest groups and lobbyists provide political contributions in an effort to

gain access to politicians. Access allows a contributor to present evidence and arguments in favor of

its preferred policy. Contributions typically are not provided in a quid pro quo exchange for policy

favors. These statements not only summarize the claims of interest groups and policy makers (e.g.,

Herndon 1982, Schram 1995),1 they are also supported by empirical evidence (e.g., Langbein 1986,

Milyo et al. 2000, Ansolabehere et al. 2002).2 Even campaign finance reform advocates argue that

the current system is bad for society because it favors wealthy interests who can more easily buy

access to politicians compared with less-wealthy interest groups and individuals (Makinson 2003).3

This paper analyzes the impact of contribution limits under the assumption that political con-

tributions buy access to politicians. I begin by incorporating access into a model of informational

lobbying. The model relies on three fundamental assumptions that are consistent with the lobby-

ing process as described by interest groups and politicians. First, interest groups have verifiable

evidence that can influence a politician’s beliefs about the best course of action. If interest group

evidence is completely unverifiable, or if the groups have no private evidence, then they do not

have an incentive to gain access to the politician since access does not enable them to influence

1For example, in Herndon (1982) an anonymous interest group representative stated: “About all you get [in
exchange for a contribution] is a chance to talk to them... If you have a good case you can win them over. But you
have to be able to talk to them.” Former US Senator Howard Metzenbaum said “Those who contribute may have
more ready access and may at least be able to present their arguments with you whether you agree with them or
not,” and former US Senator Dennis DeConcini said “What they got out of me for that contribution is access to
come in .. and to tell me why ... it’s good ‘for America’” (Schram 1995).

2See also Sabato (1984), Hall and Wayman (1990), Wright (1990), Clawson et al. (1992).
3This view of political contributions and access is not limited to the United States. For example, Lee Rhiannon, an

Australian politician, and Norman Thompson argue the following about their country: “Access is power, and money
buys access to politicians in our country. This means large donors can influence governmental decisions, which benefit
them and their companies” (Rhiannon and Thompson 2006).
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the politician’s beliefs. Second, the politician controls who receives access. In order for an interest

group to present its information to the politician, the politician must grant the group access. Third,

the politician is constrained in his ability to provide access to all interest groups. Although the

analysis assumes that the politician simply cannot give access to all groups due to time constraints,

the results continue to hold if the politician can give access to everyone but faces a cost of doing

so. To my knowledge, no other paper makes all three assumptions.

Using the above assumptions as a foundation, Section 3 models competition for access in which

interest groups compete for access to a politician by providing political contributions. The groups

that provide the largest contributions win access, and can present evidence or arguments in sup-

port of their preferred policies. After observing the contributions from all groups and the evidence

presented by groups with access, the politician then implements the policies he believes are best.

The model shows how politicians may collect contributions from interest groups without sacrificing

voter welfare. Interest groups provide money to politicians even when the money buys access, not

explicit favors. Even more interesting is that in equilibrium interest groups with better evidence

provide larger contributions than those with worse evidence. The strict monotonicity of the equi-

librium contribution function means that the rational politician learns an interest group’s evidence

strength by observing its contribution, even if he does not grant the group access. By observing

contributions, the politician learns about the evidence of all interest groups, even when he only

provides access to some groups.4 When money buys access, allowing contributions moves policy

closer to the position that is best for the representative citizen.

A contribution limit distorts the signaling power of the contributions, and tends to result in

a less-informed politician and worse policy. This is the focus of Section 4, where, for the basic

competition for access model, I show that a contribution limit strictly reduces expected citizen

welfare. The main result is in contrast to much of the past lobbying literature in which money is

given to buy policy favors or to help preferred candidates win election (e.g., Grossman and Helpman

1994, Coate 2004a). In these previous models, a contribution limit tends to reduce the influence

interest groups have on policy, thereby improving expected citizen welfare.5

4However, it is the possibility of receiving access (in which case the politician learns one’s evidence quality for
sure) that drives the monotonicity of the contribution function. Therefore, it is essential that the politician gives
access to a positive number of groups.

5See Section 2 for a review of the past literature.
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The competition for access model analyzed in Sections 3 and 4 presents an optimistic view of

money in politics, and stark results about the impact of contribution limits. However, the real

world is far more complicated than the stylized competition for access model developed in Section

3. Sections 5 through 8 generalize the model in a variety of ways. Although some generalizations

weaken the results, it remains clear that selling access tends to improve the politician’s ability to

choose policies that benefit his constituents. In certain cases–when there is unobserved interest

group heterogeneity or the politician can choose whether to sell access or sell policy favors–a

carefully set contribution limit can improve expected citizen welfare.

One way to increase the realism of the model is to allow for interest group heterogeneity. For

example, interest groups might differ in terms of wealth, opportunity costs of money, preference

intensity, or distribution of evidence strength. By allowing for interest group heterogeneity, the

model can directly address one of the most popular arguments in favor of contribution limits: that

they level the playing field between wealthy interest groups and less-wealthy groups. This is the

focus of Section 5.

Section 5.1 considers the case when interest group differences are known by the politician. This

is the case for gun control policy, for example. Politicians recognize that the interest group against

gun control, the National Rifle Association (NRA), is well financed and that interest groups in

favor of gun control are relatively poor. Given that interest group asymmetries are observed by the

politician, he can take these differences into account when updating his beliefs about an interest

group’s evidence strength. The politician recognizes that a wealthy group chooses to contribute

more than a less-wealthy group with the same quality evidence. Similarly, an interest group that

cares intensely about an issue will contribute more than a group that cares less, all else equal. When

there is interest group heterogeneity, each interest group may have a unique equilibrium contribution

function that is determined by its own, individual characteristics. The rational politician, who

is fully aware of these characteristics, can correctly determine the contribution functions for all

agents (which continue to be strictly increasing in evidence quality), and he can thereby also

correctly infer an interest group’s evidence strength given its contribution. In this case, contribution

limits unambiguously result in a less informed politician who is less capable to identifying and

implementing the socially optimal policy.

In Section 5.2, I allow for unobserved interest group heterogeneity. The analysis focuses on
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wealth heterogeneity by assuming that some interest groups face a binding budget constraint while

others do not. In this section, the politician is aware that interest groups may differ in terms of

their ability to pay, but he is uncertain as to the characteristics of individual interest groups. The

analysis shows that rich interest groups tend to realize higher equilibrium payoffs compared to

poor groups, and that wealth differences may result in an equilibrium policy profile that is biased

in favor of rich groups. Contribution limits can eliminate the rich-group advantage. However, I

show that just because the contribution limit levels the playing field between rich and poor groups,

this does not imply that a limit improves citizen welfare; although it can do so under certain

conditions. Just as in the case without wealth differences, a contribution limit tends to reduce

the number of interest groups for which the politician is certain about evidence quality. This can

result in a less-informed politician and a policy profile that is worse for society. Although campaign

finance reform advocates are correct in their claim that the exchange of contributions for access

tends to favor wealthy interest groups, they are incorrect in concluding that contribution limits

will therefore improve citizen welfare. Contribution limits do level the playing field between rich

and poor interests, but they may also reduce the politician’s ability to identify and implement the

welfare maximizing policy.

The initial model assumes a simple information structure in order to maximize intuition for

the results. Section 6 discusses a variety of more general information structures that improve the

realism of the model, including cases when an interest group’s evidence strength is not independent

from other groups’ evidence, and when interest groups are uncertain as to how the politician will

interpret their evidence. Section 7 endogenizes the politician’s choice of how many groups receive

access.

Section 8 allows the politician to choose whether he sells access or sells policy favors. I show

that selling policy maximizes contributions, but selling access results in higher policy utility for

the politician (he is able to identify and implement the best policies). When the politician does

not care enough about policy relative to contributions, he prefers to engage in the quid pro quo

exchange of money for policy favors. When he puts enough weight on the policy outcome relative

to contributions, the politician prefers to sell access.6 In this case, a carefully set contribution limit

6The revenue results are consistent with Ansolabehere et al. (2003) who argue that total political contributions
are significantly less than would be expected if money was given in the direct exchange for policy favors.
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can improve expected citizen welfare by making it more likely that the politician sells access rather

than policy. However, too strict of a limit is not optimal because it reduces the politician’s ability

to identify and implement the socially optimal policy.

The paper concludes with Section 9 where I discuss the results, policy implications, and possible

extensions and applications of the model.

2 Literature

This paper incorporates access into a model of informational lobbying. Although empirical and

anecdotal evidence supports the idea that political contributions buy access,7 few theoretical papers

incorporate access into their models. Past papers that do incorporate “access” into their models do

so in a way that is largely inconsistent with the access story told by interest groups and politicians.

Both Austen-Smith (1995) and Lohmann (1995) develop models in which interest groups receive

private, unverifiable signals about the impact of a certain policy. In these models, an interest group

who favors the policy will always claim it received a positive signal, independent of its true signal.

However, groups that do receive positive signals have a higher expected benefit from the policy being

implemented, and a higher expected benefit from the politician taking their signals into account

when updating his beliefs. In equilibrium, the politician acts as if an interest group received

a signal in support of its own position only if the group provides a large-enough contribution.8

Although these models are considered “access” models, the possibility of face-time with politicians

is completely irrelevant since interest groups will always claim that their signal was in favor of their

own position.9 Equilibrium behavior in these models is clearly inconsistent with the story told

7For example, Langbein (1986) finds correlation between a politician’s contributions and the amount of time
the politician spends meeting with constituents and interest groups. Ansolabehere et al. (2002) finds correlation
between an organizations political contributions and their spending on lobbyists. This suggests that influencing
policy requires both contributions to politicians (which secures access) and the careful presentation of information
(which may require a lobbyist). Herndon (1982) surveys interest group representatives to determine their reason for
contributing. All of the business interests in his survey emphasize access as a reason for contributing. Other interest
groups, including labor unions, say that their main reason for contributing is to help their preferred candidates win
election. Schram (1995) and Makinson (2003) interview retired politicians, as well as representatives from special
interests and campaign finance reform advocacy groups. They offer substantial anecdotal support of the idea that
money buys access to politicians.

8In this way, these models are similar to the signaling models of Austen-Smith (1994) and Esteban and Ray (2006)
in which interest groups provide contributions or engage in costly lobbying in order to provide a signal to a policy
maker regarding their preferences.

9In the basic model developed in Section 3 of this paper, interest groups do not care whether they win access
in equilibrium since their evidence strength is fully revealed by their contributions. However, unlike in these other
access models, it is essential that the politician grant access to a positive number of interest groups, otherwise, the
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interest groups and politicians, in which access itself plays an important role.10 Assuming that

interest group information is verifiable results in a more realistic model of informational lobbying.

To my knowledge, this paper presents the first access model in which access allows one to present

verifiable information to a politician.

There is a significant theoretical literature that considers the role of money in politics, but ig-

nores the issue of access.11 Most of the literature focuses on one of two motivations behind political

contributions. First, contributions may help one’s favorite candidate compete for election (e.g.,

Coate 2004b). For example, the National Riffle Association may give money to candidates who

hunt, and Planned Parenthood may give money to candidates who have made public statements

against stricter abortion legislation. A politician (or political party) who requires money to fund

his campaign may have an incentive to commit to policies that attract larger interest group con-

tributions rather than the policies that are best for his constituents. Second, contributions may

be intended to directly influence policy. In this case, politicians and interest groups engage in the

quid pro quo exchange of contributions for favorable policy. In traditional rent-seeking models,

interest groups compete (by providing contributions) for an explicit policy favor such as a govern-

ment contract or favorable legislation (e.g., Tullock 1980, Baye et al. 1993, Che and Gale 1998).12

In the influential models of Bernheim and Whinston (1986) and Grossman and Helpman (1994,

1996), interest groups commit to a payment schedule that defines how much they contribute to a

politician based on his policy choice. In Prat (2002a,b) and Coate (2004a), a politician who cares

about winning election may provide policy favors to special interests in order to attract contri-

butions to finance his campaign. In each of these models, the politician may choose policies that

interest groups have no incentive to contribute in equilibrium. Furthermore, when there is a contribution limit or
unobserved interest group wealth differences, certain interest groups do receive additional benefit from gaining access
to the politician.

10These models also make the unrealistic prediction that contributions are increasing in the distance between an
interest group’s preferences and the preferences of the politician. However, data show that interest groups tend to
give more money to politicians with similar preferences. Austen-Smith (1995) shows how this limitation of the model
is eliminated when he assumes that politicians do not know the policy preferences of the interest groups. He argues
that if one finds such an assumption unreasonable (which I do), then he may have to reject the belief that interest
groups seek access in order to share evidence. I show that this conclusion is incorrect. In this paper’s competition
for access model, access is present even though the politician knows the policy preferences of the interest groups.

11For an excellent overview of the lobbying literature, see Grossman and Helpman (2002).
12See also other applications of an all-pay auction by Holt (1979), Holt and Sherman (1982), Baye et al. (1993,

1996), Anderson et al. (1998), Che and Gale (1998), and Moldovanu and Sela (2001). When applied to lobbying,
these models require that a politician be willing to award policy favors to the highest contributors, even if the action
hurts their constituents. In competition for access, interest groups bid for access rather than the prize itself, and
the politician is free to choose his preferred policy at the end of the game. Interest groups are willing to pay for the
opportunity to influence the politicians belief’s about the best policy.
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favor wealthy special interests in order to attract contributions. In this way, contributions tend to

distort policy away from that which is best for constituents. In the current paper, contributions

have the opposite impact on policy, as they tend to move policy closer to the position that which

is best for constituents.

There is also a significant literature on the disclosure of hard information; however, this lit-

erature ignores the issue of access all-together. Milgrom and Roberts (1986) consider conditions

under which agents have an incentive to fully reveal their private information to a decision maker

in a setting where all agents automatically receive access. Applied to the competition for access

framework developed in this paper, their results establish that an interest group will always dis-

close its evidence once it receives access. Only an interest group with the worse possible evidence

quality has the incentive not to reveal its evidence. Bennedsen and Feldmann (2002) consider the

choice of interest groups to disclose information in a multiple-policy-maker setting. Bennedsen

and Feldmann (2006) and Dahm and Porteiro (2006a,b) allow interest group to influence policy

through both the disclosure of hard evidence and a quid pro quo exchange of contributions and

policy favors. Papers such as Green and Laffont (1986), Lipman and Seppi (1995), and Bull and

Watson (2004, 2007) formalize the concept of evidence. More-formal evidentiary structures may

be incorporated into the competition for access model without changing the results.13 In these

models, and throughout this literature, agents do not require access to disclose their information.

After showing that contributions enable to politician to choose policy that is better for his

constituents, I formally consider the impact of a contribution limit on citizen welfare. This is not

the first paper to analyze contribution limits, but it is the first paper to do so in a setting where

contributions buy access to present hard evidence. Much of the previous literature on contribution

limits considers the impact of limits in models in which politicians sell policy favors. In such a

setting, limits decrease the monetary incentive to sell policy favors, and increase the likelihood that

the politician chooses the policies preferred by his constituents (e.g., Prat 2002a,b, Coate 2004a).

In this way, limits can have a welfare-improving affect on policy. However, not all papers suggest

that contribution limits improve welfare. For example, in Drazen et al. (2007) limits can increase

politically motivated government spending. In Wittman (2002) and Coate (2004b) limits decrease

13The evidentiary structure must meet the evidentiary normality condition from Bull and Watson (2007), equiva-
lently, the full reports condition from Lipman and Seppi (1995).
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the amount of advertising, which results in a less-informed electorate. Coate (2004b) shows that

a limit tends to redistribute welfare from ordinary citizens to interest groups. Where Wittman

(2002) and Coate (2004b) show how a limit may result in less-informed voters, I show how a limit

may also result in a less-informed politician. Additionally, a variety of other papers consider the

impact that bid caps have on bidder behavior in auctions. For example, Che and Gale (1998) and

Gavious et al. (2002) focus on the affect contribution limits have on total revenue.

3 Informational Lobbying and Access Game

In this section, I develop a simple model of competition between interest groups for access to a

decision maker. By starting with a simple model (i.e., one with a simple information structure

and without interest group heterogeneity), the analysis can maximize intuition for the results. As

I show in later sections, one can improve the descriptive ability of the model without changing the

primary results.

3.1 Model

There are N independent policy issues. There is a risk-neutral politician who, for each issue, must

choose a policy from a single-dimensional policy space defined by the interval [−1, 1]. There are a

total of 2N interest groups, where for each of the N issues one interest group prefers policy −1,

and one group prefers policy 1. An interest group is denoted by the issue it is concerned with and

its policy preference; therefore (n, j) refers to the interest group concerned with issue n ∈ {1, ..., N}

and policy preference j ∈ {−1, 1}. Where it is clear which issue a group is concerned with, I refer

to it as group j.

At the beginning of the game, each interest group draws private evidence in support of its

preferred policy. The quality of (n, j)’s evidence is denoted by ej
n and is the independent realization

of a random variable distributed on the continuum [0, 1]. A higher ej
n can be thought of as interest

group (n, j) having stronger evidence or a better argument in support of its preferred policy. The

distribution of evidence quality is denoted by function F , with density function f , and is common

knowledge.14

14The body of the paper assumes that the distribution of evidence quality is the same for all interest groups. This
does not have to be the case. Alternatively, F j

n could define the distribution of group (n, j)’s evidence. So long as
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After the interest groups realize their evidence qualities, they independently provide contribu-

tions to the politician. Group (n, j) provides contribution bj
n ≥ 0. Interest groups receive access

if they provide one of the K largest contributions, where K ∈ {1, ..., 2N − 1}.15 If the Kth and

(K + 1)th largest contributions are equal, then all of the groups that provide this same contribution

receive access with equal probability.

Interest groups with access present their evidence to the politician. When a group presents

its evidence, the politician becomes fully informed of the group’s evidence quality. Assuming that

interest groups with access must present their evidence greatly simplifies the description of the

game. However, the results do not change if groups are allowed to reject access.16 Let Ω denote the

vector of interest group evidence qualities revealed to the politician through access. After observing

the contributions of all interest groups and the evidence quality of those with access, the politician

chooses a policy for each of the N issues (by maximizing a payoff function defined later). Let

p∗n ∈ [−1, 1] denote the policy implemented by the politician for issue n, and let p∗ = {p∗1, ..., p∗N}

denote the policy profile chosen for all issues.

The politician does not sell policy favors. Contributions determine whether an interest group

receives access, but do not directly influence the policy choice of the politician. Contributions

are non-refundable, and are not contingent on being granted access. Therefore, the exchange of

access for political contributions is an all-pay auction: all bidders (interest groups) pay their bids

(contributions) before the prizes (access) are allocated to the highest bidders.17

The politician is fully informed about an issue if he is certain about the evidence quality of both

the different distributions are common knowledge, the results of the analysis do not change.
Assuming that the evidence quality of the different interest groups is independently drawn simplifies the analysis.

However, an alternative model can be developed in which the evidence quality of the two groups concerned with the
same issue is correlated. For example, when one of the groups concerned with an issue has very strong evidence, it
may be more likely that the other group concerned with the same issue has relatively low evidence. Under reasonable
assumptions, such an alternative model would not change the results of the analysis.

15If K = 0 or K = N , then interest groups provide no contributions in equilibrium. The basic model assumes
that K is determined independently of the model. Section 6 discusses the case where K is endogenous. As Section 6
shows, the politician will commit to provide a positive amount of access (K ≥ 1) when K is endogenous.

16It can be shown that interest groups with access will always accept. If a group rejects access, the politician
believes that the group had lower evidence quality than he expected. This causes him to update his beliefs and lower
his expectation. This results in an unravelling of beliefs until the politician believes any interest group that rejects
an offer of access has the lowest possible evidence quality.

17I use an all-pay auction to model competition for access because it seems the most realistic framework. The results
continue to hold so long as the probability of winning access is non-decreasing in the size of a group’s contribution,
which results in an equilibrium contribution function that is strictly increasing in an interest group’s evidence quality.
The model could alternatively assume that the politician allocates access through another type of auction, a lottery
in which one’s probability of gaining access is proportional to the relative size of a group’s contribution, or even if all
groups receive access with equal probability independent of their contributions.
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interest groups involved with the issue. When a politician is fully informed about an issue, he can

determine the welfare-maximizing policy choice for that issue. Let po
n denote the socially optimal

policy for issue n, and the vector po = {po
1, ..., p

o
N} define the vector of socially optimal policies

across all issue. For simplicity, I assume po
n takes the form po

n = e1
n − e−1

n . It is straightforward to

incorporate a more complicated socially optimal policy function into the analysis, and reasonable

changes to the function do not change the paper’s results.18

Payoffs

Citizen welfare depends on the difference between the implemented policy and the socially

optimal policy across all issues. The parameter γn > 0 represents the relative weight society places

on issue n. Citizen welfare is

W (p∗, po) = −
N

∑

n=1

γn × |p∗n − po
n| .

Welfare is maximized when the politician implements the socially optimal policy profile p∗ = po.

The politician can determine po with certainty only when he is fully informed about all issues.

The politician is concerned with citizen welfare and collecting political contributions. The

parameter ρ ≥ 0 represents how much the politician cares about revenue generation relative to

citizen welfare, and b represents the profile of contributions from all interest groups. His payoff is

UP (p∗, po, b) = W (p∗, po) + ρ
N

∑

n=1

(

b1
n + b−1

n

)

.

An interest group’s payoff is decreasing in the size of its contribution and the distance between

its preferred policy and the implemented policy for the issue it cares about. Group (n, j)’s payoff

is

U j
n

(

p∗n, bj
n

)

= V (|p∗n − j|) − bj
n.

18For any issue n, the analysis requires that po
n

`

e−1
n , e1

n

´

be strictly decreasing in e−1
n , strictly increasing in e1

n,
additively separable, and such that −1 ≤ po

n (1, 0) ≤ po
n (0, 1) ≤ 1. The function po

n does not have to be linear in
evidence quality. So long as the function is additively separable in terms of e−1 and e1, the asymmetries between the
impact of the two groups’ evidence on the optimal policy may be accounted for through a transformation of their
evidence distribution functions F j

n. As stated previously, allowing for asymmetric distribution functions does not
change the results of the analysis.

The model can be adapted to allow for a biased politician by changing the definition of the socially optimal policy.
For each issue n, let the fully informed politician implement policy po

n = β1
ne1

n − β−1
n e−1

n , where each βj
n ∈ (0, 1] is

common knowledge. When βj
n > βi

m, interest group (n, j) will have a greater impact on the implemented policy than
interest group (m, i) by revealing the same quality evidence to the politician.
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The function V defines interest group policy utility where V ′ (·) < 0, and V (0) = 0. Since interest

group (n, j) prefers policy j, |p∗n − j| denotes the distance between the implemented policy and the

group’s preferred policy.19

States and Beliefs

The realized state of the world is defined by the vector of realized evidence qualities
{

ej
n

}

∀(n,j)
.

Let S denote the set of all potential states of the world, and s ∈ S denote an arbitrary state within

the state space S. Each s assigns a value e ∈ [0, 1] to each interest group. Let ej
n (s) denote the

evidence quality of (n, j) in state s. The function µ (· | b, Ω) defines the politician’s beliefs about

the state of the world given the contribution vector b and the vector of evidence revealed through

access Ω. These beliefs may be fully represented by the vector of all updated density functions
{

f j
n (· | b, Ω)

}

∀(n,j)
, where µ (s | b, Ω) =

∏

(n,j)

f j
n

(

ej
n (s) | b, Ω

)

. Also the operator E represents the

expectations given the ex ante distribution of states, and Eµ represents the politician’s expectations

given his beliefs µ.

Solution Concept

The analysis solves for the symmetric Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium of the game, which I label

the contribution equilibrium. A complete description of the equilibrium must include the strategy

profiles for the interest groups and the politician, as well as the politician’s beliefs about the state

of the world at the time he chooses a policy profile. The politician’s beliefs must be consistent with

using Bayes’ Rule on the ex ante distribution of evidence quality given the strategies of the interest

groups. Each player’s strategy must be a best response to the strategies of the other players, given

the player’s beliefs.

In the contribution equilibrium, all interest groups share the same contribution function B :

[0, 1] → b, where B (e) defines the equilibrium contribution for an interest group with evidence

quality e. The value P ∗
n (µ) defines the politician’s equilibrium policy choice given his beliefs.

A description of P ∗
n (µ) for all possible µ and each n fully describes the politician’s equilibrium

strategy.20

19All interest groups have the same policy utility function. The results do not change if the utility functions differ,
so long as they are common knowledge.

20A formal definition of a contribution equilibrium requires some additional notation. Let Ω
`

bj
n, s; B

´

define the
vector of evidence qualities presented by interest groups with access in state s when group (n, j) contributes bj

n, and
all other groups contribute according to B. Let µ̂ (s | e) denote the probability that an interest group puts on the
world being in state s ∈ S given that its own evidence quality is e.
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3.2 Equilibrium

I first determine the politician’s policy choice at the conclusion of the game, then analyze the all-pay

auction in which interest groups choose the size of their contributions, and the highest contributors

receive access.

Policy Choice

At the time the politician chooses policy, the interest groups have already given their contri-

butions. This means the policy choice can only impact citizen welfare. The politician chooses

the policy profile that maximizes expected citizen welfare given his beliefs. For each issue n, his

policy choice p∗n is defined by the function P ∗
n (µ) = Eµpo

n = Eµe1
n − Eµe−1

n , where Eµ denotes the

politician’s expectations given beliefs µ.21 When the politician is fully informed, Eµej
n = ej

n, and

Eµpo
n = po

n. A politician who is fully informed about all issues implements the socially optimal

policy profile and maximizes citizen welfare.

Interest Group Contributions

In equilibrium, all interest groups contribute according to the contribution function B. I start

with the assumption that the contribution function is strictly increasing in a group’s evidence

quality. After solving for B, I show that this assumption holds. Since B is strictly increasing,

it is invertible, where e (b) = B−1 (e), and there is a one-to-one mapping between the group’s

contribution and its evidence quality. It immediately follows that a rational agent can determine

an interest group’s evidence quality if he observes its contribution.

To solve for the contribution function, the analysis considers the contribution decision of inter-

est group (n, j) assuming that all other groups contribute according to the equilibrium function.

Because the other groups contribute according to B, the politician is certain regarding all other

Definition 1 The interest group contribution function B, politician strategy {P ∗
n}

N

n=1, and politician beliefs µ con-

stitute a contribution equilibrium if

1. For all ej
n ∈ [0, 1],

B
`

ej
n

´

∈ arg max
b
j
n

R

s∈S
µ̂

`

s | ej
n

´

U j
n

`

P ∗
n (µ) , bj

n

´

ds

2. For any possible b and Ω,

{P ∗
n (µ)}N

n=1 ∈ arg maxp∗
R

s∈S
µ (s | b, Ω) UP

“

p∗,
˘

po
n

`

e1
n (s) , e−1

n (s)
´¯

∀n
,
˘

B
`

ej
n (s)

´¯

∀(n,j)

”

ds

3. Beliefs µ meet the requirements of Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium, given the equilibrium strategy profile.

For a detailed description of Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium belief requirements, see Fudenberg and Tirole (1991,
pp. 324-326).

21Also, Eµej
n =

R

s∈S
µ (s | b, Ω) ej

n (s) ds.
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groups’ evidence qualities. Let Θ
(

e; e−j
n

)

be the probability that fewer than K other interest groups

have evidence quality greater than e, given that group (n,−j) has e−j
n . Therefore, Θ

(

e (b) ; e−j
n

)

denotes the probability that group (n, j) receives access given contribution b. Interest group (n, j)

chooses its contribution b to maximize the expression:

∫ 1
0 f

(

e−j
n

) [(

1 − Θ
(

e (b) ; e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − e (b) + e−j
n

)

+Θ
(

e (b) ; e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

) ]

de−j
n − b.

(1)

With probability Θ
(

e (b) ; e−j
n

)

group (n, j) receives access and presents its evidence to the

politician who then chooses policy ej
n − e−j

n . This results in policy utility V
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

)

for

the interest group. Alternatively, with probability
(

1 − Θ
(

e (b) ; e−j
n

))

the group does not receive

access and the politician believes the interest group has evidence quality e (b) rather than its true

evidence quality ej
n. This results in interest group policy utility V

(

1 − e (b) + e−j
n

)

.

First order conditions for the interest groups’ problem are given by

∫ 1
0 f

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − Θ
(

e (b) ; e−j
n

))

V ′

(

1 − e (b) + e−j
n

)

∂e
∂b

(−1)

+∂Θ
∂e

∂e
∂b

[

V
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

)

− V
(

1 − e (b) + e−j
n

) ]

]

de−j
n − 1 = 0.

The first row of notation represents the marginal impact of a change in an interest group’s contri-

bution on the politician’s beliefs about the group’s evidence quality provided that it does not win

access, and the corresponding change in the group’s policy utility. The second row represent the

marginal impact of a change in a group’s contribution on the probability the group wins access.

In equilibrium, all interest groups contribute according to the function B, which implies e (b) =

ej
n for all (n, j). Strict monotonicity of the function means

(

∂e
∂b

)−1
= ∂B

∂e
. The first order conditions

simplify to

∂B (e)

∂e
= −

∫ 1

0
f

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − Θ
(

ej
n; e−j

n

))

V ′
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

)

de−j
n .

It is straightforward to show that ∂B
∂e

is positive.22 Therefore, the contribution function B is

strictly increasing in a group’s evidence quality. This also means that a group’s evidence quality is

increasing in the size of its equilibrium contribution, and that the politician can correctly infer an

22This follows because f (e) > 0, (1 − Θ (e)) ≥ 0 (with strict inequality for some e), and V ′ (·) < 0.
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interest group’s evidence quality by observing its contribution.

The closed-form solution for the contribution function is

B (e) = −
∫ e

0

∫ 1

0
f

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − Θ
(

y, e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − y + e−j
n

)

de−j
n dy. (2)

In equilibrium, for any evidence quality e, the benefit an interest group receives from bidding

more than B (e) in an attempt to convey higher-quality evidence is completely offset by the cost of

doing so.

Game Equilibrium

The above analysis derives the unique contribution equilibrium of the game. The first lemma

summarizes the results.

Lemma 1 In the contribution equilibrium,

1. bj
n = B

(

ej
n

)

for all (n, j)

2. P ∗
n (µ) = Eµpo

n = Eµe1
n − Eµe−1

n for all n ∈ {1, ..., N}, and

3. the politician’s beliefs µ are such that for any (n, j), f j
n

(

ej
n | b, Ω

)

= 1 if group (n, j) has

access, and f j
n

(

e
(

bj
n

)

| b, Ω
)

= 1 if group (n, j) does not have access.

In the contribution equilibrium, all interest groups contribute according to the same function

B, and the politician chooses the policy profile that he believes maximizes citizen welfare. Because

the monotonicity of the contribution function allows the politician to learn the evidence quality of

all interest groups, the politician knows the socially optimal policy profile at the time he chooses

policies. It immediately follows that the politician implements the socially optimal policy profile.

This result is stated by the first proposition.

Proposition 1 In the contribution equilibrium, p∗n = po
n for all n ∈ {1, ..., N}.

The first lemma and proposition follow directly from the above analysis.

Previous models of political contributions imply that contributions result in policies that benefit

special interests, but decrease overall welfare (e.g., Grossman and Helpman 1994). This paper

suggests that contributions can have the opposite impact on citizen welfare. In competition for
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access, political contributions can have a positive impact on overall welfare because they enable

the politician to recognize and implement better policies.

Importance of Access

In equilibrium, the politician becomes fully informed about the evidence quality of all groups

by observing their contributions alone. This does not imply that the politician can provide no

access. If the politician does not provide access to any group, then the contributions become

uninformative. Without access, all interest groups face the same incentives when choosing their

contributions; groups with high qualifications are no longer willing to provide larger contributions

than groups with low qualifications. The politician recognizes this and does not take the size of the

contributions into account when updating his beliefs. This means that Eµej
n = Eej

n′ for all (n, j),

and the politician chooses p∗n = 0 for all n. Because contributions have no impact on the politician’s

beliefs, the interest groups are unwilling to contribute anything, and the politician receives nothing.

If the politician provides no access, the interest groups provide no contributions and the politician

does not learn anything about the groups’ evidence. However, providing access to at least one group

allows the politician to become fully informed about the evidence quality of all groups. Section 5

endogenizes the amount of access.

4 Contribution Limit

The previous section assumes that there are no limits to the maximum size of interest group

contributions. This section considers how the analysis changes if contributions are constrained.23

The parameter b̄ denotes the maximum allowed size of a contribution, where bj
n ∈

[

0, b̄
]

for all (n, j).

Assume 0 < b̄ < B (1), which implies that the contribution limit is lower than the maximum possible

contribution in the game without contribution limits, and high enough such that contributions

exist.24 If b̄ ≥ B(1), the limit has no affect on interest group contributions when the politician sells

access.

23Che and Gale (1998) consider the impact of a contribution limit in a game where bidders in an all-pay auction
compete for a policy favor (e.g., a government contract) rather than for access (as is the case in this paper). They
show that even in the competition for policy favors, contribution limits can have a negative impact on social surplus.

24When more interest groups provide the maximum contribution than the politician provides access to, I assume
that the politician allocates access between each of the groups with equal probability. Alternatively, he could provide
access to the interest groups involved with the issues that he cares the most about (those with the largest γn’s). This
alternative assumption does not change the results, although it complicates the analysis.
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When there is a contribution limit, the politician continues to implement the policy profile he

believes is best for society, or P ∗
n (µ) = Eµe1

n − Eµe−1
n for each n. However, because contribution

limits change the politician’s beliefs µ, they change the resulting policy profile.

Impact of Contribution Limits

If there did not exist a contribution limit, then groups with high-enough evidence quality would

contribute more than b̄ in equilibrium. With a limit in place, groups with high e prefer to provide

the maximum contribution b̄ compared to a lower amount; although some groups may prefer to

contribute more than b̄ if it was allowed. Groups with relatively low e prefer to contribute less than

b̄.

The appendix formally derives the equilibrium of the game with a contribution limit. Here,

I describe the results. The equilibrium contribution function BCL : [0, 1] → b is a discontinuous

function comprised of two parts: a continuous function B̃ for low enough e, and the constant b̄

for higher e. Let ē denote the evidence quality of the interest group that is indifferent between

contributing according to B̃ and contributing amount b̄. Therefore,

BCL (e) =











B̃ (e) for e ∈ [0, ē)

b̄ for e ∈ [ē, 1] .

The function B̃ is derived in the same way that B was derived in the game without contribution

limits (I formally derive B̃ in the appendix). B̃ is strictly increasing in a group’s evidence quality.

Therefore B̃ is invertible and the politician becomes fully informed of the evidence quality of any

group that provides a contribution according to this function. In contrast, when the politician

observes contribution b̄, he cannot infer which value of e ∈ [ē, 1] resulted in such a contribution.

The politician only learns with certainty the evidence quality of an interest group that provided

the maximum contribution if he grants that group access. It is possible that more interest groups

provide the maximum contribution than the politician grants access to. When this happens, the

politician remains less than fully informed about the evidence quality of some groups, and cannot

determine the policy profile that maximizes citizen welfare.25

25In the equilibrium of the no-limit game, all interest groups are indifferent between gaining access and not gaining
access to the politician after they submitted their contribution. This is because their contributions communicate
their evidence quality to the politician, and gaining access does not allow them to further impact the politician’s
beliefs. This is not the case in the game with a contribution limit. The politician acts as if all interest groups that
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An example of a contribution function BCL is provided by Figure 1.

The politician may no longer know each group’s evidence quality with certainty. The following

proposition interprets this difference in terms of citizen welfare. Expected citizen welfare is strictly

lower when there is a contribution limit than when there is no limit.

Proposition 2 In the informational lobbying game, EW (p∗, po) is strictly higher when there is no

contribution limit than if there exists a contribution limit b̄ ∈ [0, B (1)).

Since the politician provides access to fewer than the total number of interest groups (K < 2N),

there is a positive probability that the number of interest groups with e ≥ ē (the number that

contribute b̄) is larger than the number of groups that receive access. Since the politician only

learns the evidence quality of a group that provides b̄ if the group receives access, there is a positive

probability that the politician is less than fully informed when he chooses a policy profile. A less

than fully informed politician almost certainly chooses a policy profile that is different from the

social optimal. Therefore, contribution limits strictly reduce expected welfare. This does not mean

that the realized welfare is necessarily lower. Rather, contribution limits never improve realized

citizen welfare, and they reduce realized welfare with positive probability.

provide the maximum contribution (and do not gain access) have the same expected evidence quality. The groups
that have evidence quality above this expected level are made better off if they gain access, since access results in
the politician learning that their evidence quality is higher than his expectations.
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5 Interest Group Asymmetries

The previous sections assume that interest groups all have the same wealth, preference intensity,

and distribution of evidence quality. In reality interest groups are not homogeneous. Section 5.1

allows for interest group asymmetries when these differences are observed by the politician. In

many situations, assuming that the politician is aware of interest group asymmetries seems the

most reasonable approach. However, it may not always be the case, and in Section 5.2 I consider

the case in which differences in interest group budget constraints are unobserved by the politician.

Throughout Sections 5.1 and 5.2, I focus on wealth differences instead of preference intensity,

evidence distribution, or other possible heterogeneities because it allows me to address issues central

to the policy debate. Campaign finance reform advocates often argue that the contributions-for-

access system favors wealthy interest groups relative to less-wealthy interest groups and individuals.

They claim that limiting or banning contributions reduces the rich-group advantage and therefore

increases citizen welfare. The analysis illustrates the flaw in this logic. In Section 5.1, limits never

improve citizen welfare. In Section 5.2, a contribution limit can level the playing field between rich

and poor interest groups; however, I show that this does not imply that the limit also improves

citizen welfare.

5.1 Known differences

If the politician observes asymmetries between the interest groups, then the main results of the

model remain unchanged.26 Contributions continue to provide the politician with information

about interest group evidence strength, and contribution limits tend to reduce the accuracy of the

politician’s beliefs.

There are two simple ways to incorporate wealth inequality into the model.27 First, interest

group utility functions may put different weights on contributions. In this case, rich group utility

26So long as the politician observes the differences between the interest groups, it is not required that interest
groups themselves are aware of the characteristics of other groups.

27An implicit assumption here is that there are multiple rich interest groups. When this is the case, the politician
may continue to grant access to the highest bidders. Alternatively, the politician may grant access to the interest
groups who’s contributions signal the highest evidence strength, controlling for the groups’ wealth. Under this
alternative mechanism, a rich group that gave the highest contribution may not receive access if a poor group’s
contribution represents higher information quality. In the formulation of wealth in this section, either mechanism
is sufficient to generate the results. However, if wealth differences are drawn from a continuum, the alternative
mechanism will continue to generate the results, while the original mechanism may not continue to do so.
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functions put a smaller weight on money compared with poor groups.28 Second, some interest

groups may face binding budget constraints.

Consider the first way of incorporating wealth differences. Let βj
n denote the weight that

interest group (n, j)’s utility function puts on its contribution, where βj
n ∈ {βR, βP } and βR > βP .

Therefore, the interest group’s payoff is given by

U j
n

(

p∗n, bj
n

)

= V (|p∗n − j|) − βj
n bj

n.

The value βj
n is observed by group (n, j) and the politician.29 One can show that, in equilibrium,

a group’s contribution is decreasing in bj
n, all else equal. The more costly an interest group finds

providing a contribution, the less the group will contribute given the same quality evidence. Because

the politician knows how much interest groups care about money (he knows each group’s utility

function), he can account for these differences when updating his beliefs. When two groups give

the same contribution in equilibrium, and the politician knows that one of the groups cares more

about money than the other group, then the politician will correctly infer that the interest group

that cares more about money must have higher-quality evidence compared to the group that cares

less about money. The rational politician can correctly derive each group’s individual contribution

function, and he can therefore also infer each group’s evidence quality. Without a contribution

limit, the politician remains fully informed about interest group evidence quality, and can choose

the socially optimal policy in equilibrium. A contribution limit has a similar impact on each

individual contribution function as it has on the common contribution function in Section 4.

The above explanation applies to cases when group asymmetries do not limit the ability of some

groups to provide a contribution. Conceivably, interest groups might differ in terms of their budget

constraints. In this alternative case, the politician may be less than fully informed about interest

group evidence quality even when there is no limit. However, one can show that even though

the politician may not be able to identify and implement the socially optimal policy, imposing a

contribution limit tends to result in an even less informed politician and worse policy choice than

when there is no limit.

28Incorporating wealth differences in such a way has similar implications as allowing groups to have different policy
utility functions or ex ante distributions of evidence quality.

29The analysis does not require that an interest group’s characteristics are observed (or unobserved) by the other
groups, so long as the distribution of the characteristic is common knowledge.
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In both of the cases considered here, a contribution limit reduces the ability of groups with

relatively high-quality evidence to communicate their evidence strength to the politician. This

affect is greatest for rich groups. Since poor groups contribute less than similar rich groups, the

contribution limit is less likely to prevent a poor group from contributing its preferred amount than

it is to prevent a rich group from doing so. Although a contribution limit can improve the expected

payoff of poor groups relative to rich groups, a limit reduces expected citizen welfare. As in Section

4, a contribution limit make the politician less informed about evidence quality.

5.2 Unknown wealth differences

In this section, some interest groups (the poor) face a binding budget constraint, while other groups

(the rich) do not. The politician does not know which groups are rich and which are poor, although

he knows the distribution of types. Unlike in the case when asymmetries are known to the politician,

here it is possible for a contribution limit to improve citizen welfare. However, this is not generally

true, and a contribution limit often reduces citizen welfare even when it eliminates biases in favor

of rich groups.30

The model with unobserved wealth differences differs from the game presented in Section 3 as

follows. Each interest group is rich with probability α, and poor with probability (1 − α), where

the parameter α ∈ (0, 1) is common knowledge. A poor group faces a binding budget constraint

such that its contribution must be less than ω.31 Each interest group knows its own wealth, but

does not know the wealth of other interest groups. The rest of the model is unchanged.

The first subsection describes the equilibrium of the game; first for when there is no contribution

limit, then for when there is a limit. The second subsection shows how rich groups tend to receive

higher payoffs compared to similar poor groups, and how a contribution limit can eliminate this

payoff inequality. In the third subsection, I show that contribution limits often reduce citizen

welfare even when they eliminate the rich group advantage. The details regarding the analysis is

provided in the appendix, Section 10.2.

30To keep things simple, I focus on the case when wealth differences are represented by differences in budget
constraints. To consider the case with differences in utility function weight on contributions (β from Section 5.1),
one needs to formulate and solve a complex multi-dimensional mechanism design problem.

31For the budget constraint to be binding, ω must be less than the amount an interest group with the highest quality
evidence (ej

n = 1) would want contribute in equilibrium if there was no budget constraint. Formally, ω < B (1) where
B is the contribution function derived in Section 2.
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5.2.1 Equilibrium Contribution Functions

No Contribution Limit

I consider the symmetric Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium of the game, which I label the con-

tribution equilibrium with wealth differences. A description of the new equilibrium requires an

explanation of two different contribution functions: one for rich groups, and one for poor groups.

The following lemma describes the contribution functions of the game with wealth differences. The

functions BP and BR respectively denote the poor and rich group contribution functions.

Lemma 2 In the contribution equilibrium with wealth differences, there exists cut off values ēa ≥ 0

and ēb ∈ (ēa, 1), and functions Ba and Bb, where Ba (0;ω) = 0, Bb (ēb;ω) = 0, ∂Ba

∂e
> 0, and

∂Bb

∂e
> 0 such that

BP (e;ω) =











Ba (e;ω) for e ∈ [0, ēa)

ω for e ∈ [ēa, 1], and

BR (e;ω) =























Ba (e;ω) for e ∈ [0, ēa)

ω for e ∈ [ēa, ēb)

ω + Bb (e;ω) for e ∈ [ēb, 1].

Figure 2 illustrates example rich and poor group contribution functions.

The wealth constraint has a similar impact on the poor group contribution function BP as a

contribution limit had on the contributions of all interest groups in Section 4. For low enough e, a

wealth constrained interest group’s contribution is strictly increasing in its evidence quality, and for

higher e the group contributes ω.32 This means that when the politician observes a contribution

not equal to ω, he can accurately infer the interest group’s e. However, when he observes a

contribution equal to ω and does not grant the interest group access, he remains uncertain about

the true evidence quality of the group and acts as if the group has e = Eµ (e | ω).33

32The cutoff value ēa ≥ 0 represents the evidence quality at which an interest group is indifferent between providing
a contribution according to function Ba, and providing contribution ω. If the group provides contribution Ba (ēa), then
the politician can correctly infer the group’s evidence quality. If instead the group provides contribution ω > Ba (ēa),
then the politician learns the group’s true evidence quality only if the group receives access. If the group does not
receive access, which happens with positive probability, the politician overestimates the interest group’s evidence
quality. For an interest group with evidence quality ēa, the benefit from contributing ω is completely offset by the
cost of doing so.

33The paper generally assumes that the highest K contributors receive access. This assumption makes the analysis
more straightforward. Similar results will follow from an analysis that allows interest groups who contribute ω to
receive access before groups who contribute more than ω.

22



For e ≤ Eµ (e | ω) rich groups provide the same contributions as poor groups with similar

evidence in the symmetric equilibrium. This is because rich and poor groups only differ in terms of

the budget constraint. Therefore, a group’s preferred contribution is independent of its wealth, and

when a poor group prefers its chosen contribution to any other b ≥ 0, a rich group with the same e

prefers to contribute the same amount. Alternatively, for e > Eµ (e | ω) both rich and poor groups

prefer to provide more than ω, but only the rich group can afford to do so. Therefore, rich interest

groups with high enough e contribute more than similar poor groups. Poor interest groups cannot

afford a higher contribution, therefore poor groups with e > Eµ (e | ω) provide ω in equilibrium

instead. It follows that ēb = Eµ (e | ω).

Contribution Limit

In considering relative payoffs between the different wealth types, I focus on the case where

contribution limit b̄ is no greater than ω. This ensures that all interest groups can provide the

maximum contribution if they choose to do so. Focusing on this range of limits is most consistent

with the policy debate in which limits are intended to eliminate the ability of wealthy interest

groups to outspend less wealthy groups. The appendix describes the impact that a higher limit has
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on the contribution functions.

Since b̄ ≤ ω, both rich and poor interest groups have the same equilibrium contribution con-

straint. This means that in the symmetric equilibrium, the contribution function is independent of

wealth, and is the same as BCL in Section 3. See Figure 1 for an illustration. There exists a cut

off value ē ∈ [0, 1) such that an interest group with e < ē contributes B̃ (e), and an interest group

with e ≥ ē contributes b̄.

5.2.2 Rich Group Advantage

When there is no contribution limit, in equilibrium, poor interest groups with evidence quality

greater than ēb prefer to contribute more than ω (just as the rich groups do), but they are prevented

from doing so by their budget constraint. Therefore, rich groups with high-quality evidence have a

higher probability of communicating their evidence to the politician compared with poor interest

groups with similar quality evidence. This can result in policies that are on average biased in favor

of the rich groups, and it does result in rich groups having higher expected payoffs than similar

poor groups.

If a rich interest group and a poor interest group have opposite policy preferences involving the

same issue, the politician will tend to choose a policy that favors the rich group, all else equal. This

is stated by the following lemma.

Lemma 3 If (n, j) is rich, (n,−j) is poor, and ej
n = e−j

n , then Ep∗n > 0 when j = 1 and Ep∗n < 0

when j = −1.

Furthermore, a group’s expected payoffs are higher when it is rich than when it is poor. This

is because rich interest groups are always able to provide the contribution that maximizes their

expected payoffs, but poor interest groups face a budget constraint that prevents them from doing

so for some values of e. This result is stated by the following proposition.

Proposition 3 EU j
n is at least as great, and is strictly greater for some ej

n ∈ [0, 1], when (n, j) is

rich than when (n, j) is poor.

A contribution limit can eliminate the bias in favor of rich groups. When there is a contribu-

tion limit, an interest group’s contribution and the probability that the group receives access are
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independent of its wealth. This means that policies do not tend to favor rich groups, and that an

interest group’s expected payoff is independent of its wealth. This is stated by Proposition 4.

Proposition 4 If b̄ ≤ ω, then (1) Ep∗n = 0 for all n and (2) EU j
n is independent of wealth for all

(n, j).

A contribution limit can completely eliminate the rich group advantage. This is consistent

with the argument made by many campaign finance reform advocates. However, it is important to

recognize that these results says nothing about citizen welfare. I discuss the welfare implications

in the following section.

5.2.3 Impact on Welfare

This section considers the impact that a contribution limit has on expected citizen welfare when

interest groups have different levels of wealth. I show that under certain parameter values, contri-

bution limits can improve expected welfare. However, this is not generally the case. Just because

a contribution limit eliminates the impact of wealth on interest group payoffs, this does not imply

that the same limits improve citizen welfare.

In the game with wealth differences, as in the game without differences, a contribution limit

tends to reduce the number of interest groups for which the politician is certain about their e.

Without a limit, the politician learns with certainty the e of any rich group with high enough

evidence, or any group (rich or poor) with e < ēa even if these groups do not receive access. A

contribution limit can reduce the range of e for which an interest group contributes according to a

strictly increasing function, and for which the politician learns a group’s evidence quality regardless

of access. This means that a limit can result in the politician being less informed when he chooses

a policy profile, which tends to reduce citizen welfare.

A limit does not necessarily have this affect, and can improve welfare under certain parameter

values. For example, a contribution limit at b̄ = ω can increase the probability that a group who

gave ω in the no limit game receives access. Depending on the model parameters, the benefit of

increasing the probability that the groups who had given ω receive access may be greater than the

expected costs of not always learning the evidence quality of the rich groups that gave more than

ω before the limit. This is because when there is no contribution limit, the politician may tend to
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have significantly inaccurate beliefs about the e of those that give ω and do not receive access, and

when there is a contribution limit, the politician may have relatively accurate beliefs about the e

of groups for whom he does not learn the e with certainty but for whom he would have learned e

if contributions were not limited (the rich interest groups that give more than ω when there is no

limit). When this is true, the contribution limit can result in the politician having more accurate

beliefs and choosing better policies, on average. Although this is possible, the conditions that must

be met for a limit to improve citizen welfare may be very specific, and one should not conclude

that contribution limits generally have a positive impact on welfare.

To illustrate the potential welfare impact of a contribution limit, I consider a very simple

competition for access game that allows for the explicit solution of different equilibrium variables

and payoffs. Suppose that evidence quality is uniformly distributed on [0, 1], and that interest

group policy utility is linear, or V
(

1 − ej + e−j
)

= −
(

1 − ej + e−j
)

. There is a single issue with

two interest groups, and one groups receives access, or K = 1. The appendix provides details

regarding the solution of this game. Here, I briefly describe the results.

In this simplified game, there exists cut off values α′, ω′

L (α), and ω′

H (α) such that contribution

limit b̄ ≤ ω improves expected citizen welfare if and only if α ∈ (α′, 1), ω ∈ [ω′

L (α) , ω′

H (α)), and

b̄ ∈
[

1
4 , ω

]

. The values ω′

L (α) and ω′

H (α) depend on the value of parameter α, and determining the

values α′ and ω′

H (α) require calculating the root of high-degree polynomials for which a non-numeric

solution is not possible. To overcome this issue, I use Mathematica to numerically determine

the cut off values. ω′

H (α) is greater than ω′

L (α) only when α is high enough, implying that α′

is approximately 0.750427. This means that most interest groups must be poor in order for a

contribution limit to potentially improve expected welfare. Additionally, given any α, the range of

ω for which a limit can have a positive impact is even more restrictive. For any α > α′, ω′

L (α)

takes on values between 1
4 and 0.260199, and ω′

H (α) takes on values between 1
4 and 0.260751. At

its maximum, the difference between ω′

H (α) and ω′

L (α) is approximately 0.00215, meaning that

for any value α, only a very narrow range of ω results in the contribution limit being beneficial.

Furthermore, because ω′

H (α) is close to 1
4 , even when the other conditions are met, there only

exists a small range of contribution limits that benefit society. Whenever the above conditions do

not hold, the contribution limit strictly reduces expected citizen welfare.

The results have two important implications. First, unlike in the game without wealth differ-
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ences, a contribution limit can improve citizen welfare when there is wealth inequality. For the

limit to actually do so may require that a large enough portion of interest groups are poor, and that

the contribution limit is high enough (among other possible restrictions). Imposing a low limit, or

banning all contributions, has a strictly negative impact on expected citizen welfare in the simple

example above. Second, the result that a contribution limit eliminates the advantage that rich

groups tend to have over poor groups does not imply that the limit improves citizen welfare. This

means that the logic behind the popular argument in support of contribution limits is flawed. As

the above example illustrates, the contribution limit often reduces welfare even when it eliminates

the bias in favor of wealthy groups.

6 Alternative Information Structures

Up to this point, the analysis assumes a simple information structure. Interest groups know their

own evidence, and their evidence quality is the independent realization of a random variable.

Although the information structure presented in Section 3 is simple, the model and analysis are

robust to a variety of generalizations. Here, I discuss some of these refinements, which help improve

the real-world representation of the model.

6.1 Comments on the Evidence Structure

An interest group’s evidence quality represents the impact that presenting its evidence has on the

policy the politician believes is best. I have not modeled evidence itself, only the impact that

evidence has on policy. However, one could incorporate a more formal model of evidence into the

paper without changing the results of the analysis. For example, one could assume that an interest

group’s evidence is made up of a collection of verifiable documents or facts, and when groups receive

access they choose which pieces of their evidence to reveal to the politician. Such a definition of

hard evidence has been formalized in a variety of papers (e.g., Green and Laffont 1986, Lipman

and Seppi 1995, Bull and Watson 2004, 2007), although it has not been applied to games in which

revealing evidence requires access. Under general assumptions about the evidentiary structure,

incorporating such a formal model of evidence into this paper will not change the results.34

34For the results of the analysis to hold, the evidentiary structure must meet Bull and Watson (2007)’s normal
condition, or, equivalently, Lipman and Seppi (1995)’s full reports condition. When interest group (n, j)’s type is
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Additionally, it is important that each interest group knows all of the evidence in favor of

its own preferred policy. Otherwise, the equilibrium outcome is not first-best in terms of citizen

welfare. In equilibrium, an interest group with access has an incentive to reveal all of the evidence

in favor of its preferred policy position, and none of the evidence against its preferred position. No

interest group besides (n, j) has an incentive to present evidence in favor of policy j for issue n.

If (n, j) does not have all of the evidence in its favor to present, even if that evidence is known

to some other group, then the politician will not learn about the evidence in equilibrium. This

also implies, however, that the politician becomes fully informed about the socially optimal policy

whenever each group has all of the evidence in favor of its own position, even if groups also have

information against their own positions. Evidence against (n, j)’s preferred policy is evidence in

favor of (n,−j)’s preferred policy. Therefore, although (n, j) will not reveal evidence against its

position, this evidence will be revealed by group (n,−j) and the politician remains fully informed.

6.2 Correlated Evidence Quality

The main analysis assumes that an interest group’s evidence quality is independent of other group

evidence quality. It is reasonable, however, that if one group has a strong case in favor of its

preferred policy, then the opposite group concerned with the same issue may tend to have a weaker

case. Incorporating correlation (or negative correlation, as the case may be) of evidence quality

into the model does not change the results.

To see this, let the function F (· | ej) denote the expected distribution of group −j’s evidence

quality from the perspective of group j, given that j realized its own evidence quality ej . Denote

the density of this distribution by function f(· | ej). For any ej and e ∈ [0, 1], f(e | ej) > 0. The

density function is determined by the ex ante distribution of evidence quality, and the correlation

between group j and −j’s evidence quality.

This alteration of the model has minimal impact on the interest groups’ optimization problem.

In the game without evidence correlation, interest group (n, j) chooses a contribution to solve Eq.

1. When evidence is correlated, (n, j) chooses a contribution to maximize an equation that is

identical to Eq. 1, except that the ex ante density function f is replaced by the revised density

given by the variable ej
n (for any ej

n ∈ (0, 1]), these conditions ensure that (n, j)’s evidence is sufficient to distinguish
it from groups with lower types (i.e., e < ej

n).
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function f(· | ej). Solving the problem in the same way that Section 3 solved Eq. 1, one can show

that with correlated evidence, an interest group with information e contributes according to the

function

B (e) = −
∫ e

0

∫ 1

0
f

(

e−j
n | y

) (

1 − Θ
(

y, e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − y + e−j
n

)

de−j
n dy.

Just as in Section 3 , the contribution function is strictly increasing in an interest group’s evidence

strength. Therefore, the results from the earlier analyses continue to hold. The politician can

correctly infer an interest group’s evidence strength from its contribution, and imposing contribu-

tion limits tends to reduce the information available to the politician and result in worse policy

decisions.

6.3 Uncertain Evidence Quality

Up to this point, I assume that interest groups know exactly how the politician will react to their

evidence. Alternatively, one may assume that interest groups observe a signal that is correlated

with their evidence quality, but they remain uncertain as to its true value until they reveal their

evidence to the politcian. One can show that, in this case, an interest group’s contribution is

strictly increasing in its signal; just as it was increasing in its true evidence quality in the previous

sections. In equilibrium, the politician correctly learns the interest groups’ signals by observing

their contributions, but he remains uncertain regarding a group’s actual evidence quality unless he

provides the group access. When interest groups are uncertain regarding their true evidence quality,

contributions lead to the politician having more accurate expectations about the socially optimal

policy than he does without contributions or if contributions are limited.35 Similar to the case when

groups know their e values with certainty, a contribution limit decreases the expected accuracy of

the politician’s beliefs, and results in lower expected citizen welfare than when contributions are

unconstrained.

35Unlike in Section 3, citizen welfare is not independent of the level of access. In this case, citizen welfare is
increasing in the number of groups that receive access. This is because access allows the politician to learn a group’s
evidence with certainty, rather than only learn the signals received by the groups.
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7 Endogenous Access Choice

The previous sections assume that the number of interest groups that receive access K is determined

exogenously. In this section, I relax this assumption, and allow the politician to choose the amount

of access, where K ∈ {0, 1, ...,Kmax}.36 The politician commits to K at the beginning of the game,

before the interest groups provide contributions.37

First, I show that the politician always provides access to some groups (K ≥ 1). If the politician

provides no access (K = 0), there is no possibility an interest group gets caught if it signals higher

quality evidence than it actually has. When there is no possibility of receiving access, interest

groups with high quality evidence no longer have an incentive to provide larger contributions

than groups with low quality evidence. Instead, contributions are independent of evidence quality

and the politician can no longer infer anything about a group’s evidence quality by observing

its contribution. This eliminates any incentive for the interest groups to provide contributions.

Therefore, if the politician chooses no access, he learns nothing about the interest groups’ evidence,

and receives no contributions. By choosing a positive K he receives contributions and learns about

group evidence quality (as I show in the previous sections). Thus, the politician will always commit

to providing a positive amount of access.

When there are no contribution limits and interest groups are certain about their evidence

quality, the politician becomes fully informed about the evidence quality of all interest groups

independent of the amount of access (see Section 3). In this case, the amount of access he chooses

to provide only impacts total contributions since he becomes fully informed so long as K ≥ 1. One

can show that expected total contributions are strictly decreasing in the number of interest groups

that receive access.38 Therefore the politician chooses the minimum, positive amount of access

36Moldovanu and Sela (2001) consider the optimal choice of K in a traditional all-pay auction in which bidders
benefit from receiving a prize (not from the act of bidding, which is the case here).

37If the politician chooses K following the contribution decisions of the interest groups, there exists Kmax + 1
contribution equilibria. In each of these equilibria, the politician becomes fully informed of all interest groups’
evidence quality, and implements the policy profile that maximizes citizen welfare. When there are contribution
limits, the politician is less than fully informed with positive probability. This means that contribution limits strictly
reduce expected citizen welfare, independent of which contribution equilibrium is achieved.

38Access can be interpreted as the politician’s monitoring of interest group contributions in order to limit the
groups’ ability to overrepresent their true evidence quality. When an interest group increases its contribution, it
benefits from the increase in the evidence quality the politician believes it has only when it does not win access.
When the politician reduces the number of groups that receive access, the action increases the probability an interest
group does not win access given any contribution, thereby increasing the potential benefit to an interest group from
increasing its contribution. This is true for all groups independent of their evidence quality. Therefore, when the
politician reduces the number of interest groups that receive access, all groups increase their contributions, except
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(K = 1), which results in the politician maximizing contributions while becoming fully informed

about interest group evidence quality.

This result is inconsistent with what one observes in reality: politicians provide access to more

than one interest group. The result is driven by the simplifying assumptions of the basic model, and

is eliminated when there are contribution limits (Section 4), interest groups have unobserved wealth

differences (Section 5.2), or interest groups are uncertain about their evidence quality (Section 6.3).

When the model makes any of these more realistic assumptions, the politician does not necessarily

choose the lowest amount of access. When the politician lowers K, he receives higher contributions,

but also learns with certainty the evidence quality of fewer interest groups. The politician’s access

decision trades off contributions for evidence, and it is not possible to determine the equilibrium

choice of K without making further assumptions regarding the weight the politician places on

contributions relative to citizen welfare, or the ex ante distribution of evidence quality. Although

one does not know which K the politician will choose in the game with contribution limits, it

is likely more than one. Just as in the previous sections, it is straightforward to show that a

contribution limit strictly reduces expected citizen welfare.

Furthermore, when politicians spend time meeting with a greater number of interest groups,

they may do so at the cost of spending less time in their home districts meeting with constituents.

When the politician can choose the amount of access to provide, he may choose to meet with a

greater number of interest groups when there are contribution limits compared with when there

are no limits. To the extent that this choice reduces the amount of time the politician spends

meeting with constituents, contribution limits may further reduce citizen welfare. However, I do

not explicitly model this trade off here.

8 Selling Access Versus Selling Policy

This section considers the conditions under which a politician prefers to sell access rather than sell

policy favors. The results establish that selling access maximizes the politician’s policy utility but

does not maximize expected revenue. Selling policy favors, on the other hand, maximizes revenue

but not policy utility. Therefore, a politician who cares enough about the policy outcome relative to

for those that already provide the maximum contribution amount (in the case of contribution limits). This is also
the reason why revenue equivalency (of auctions) does not apply to in a competition for access.
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revenue prefers to sell access, otherwise he prefers to sell policy. This suggests that politicians are

more likely to sell access to interest groups concerned with issues which constituents are passionate

about (those with a high γ in the citizen welfare function), and are more likely to explicitly sell

policy favors regarding issues about which constituents care less. When the politician is free to

choose whether to sell access or policy favors, a contribution limit can make selling access relatively

more favorable.

Throughout this section, I make a couple of assumptions that simplify the analysis. Relaxing

these assumptions will complicate the analysis, but will not change the results. First, interest group

policy utility is linear, where V (x) = −v x. Therefore, U j
n(p∗n, bj

n) = −v |p∗n − j| − bj
n. Additionally,

there is only one issue or N = 1.

In this section, the politician chooses whether to sell access, or to explicitly sell a policy position.

He commits to the policy mechanism at the beginning of the game before interest groups submit bids

or contributions. If he sells access, he does so using the competition for access mechanism developed

earlier in the paper. Since N = 1, he awards access to a single interest group. Alternatively, if he

sells policy favors, I assume that he does so using a winner-pay auction in which the high bidder

gets to select the policy. Obviously, the high bidder chooses its own (extreme) preferred policy.

One could incorporate a more complex money-for-prize mechanism such as a menu auction (e.g.,

Bernheim and Whinston 1986, Grossman and Helpman 1994), lottery (e.g., Tullock 1980), or all-

pay auction (e.g., Che and Gale 1998) into the game in place of the winner-pay auction. Under

these alternative mechanisms, the politician still prefers to sell access when he cares enough about

the policy outcome relative to revenue. However, changing the way in which the politician sells

policy will alter the parameter values for which the politician is indifferent between selling access

and selling policy favors.

8.1 Selling Access

When the politician chooses to sell access, the game precedes as it did in the earlier sections of the

paper. In equilibrium, both interest groups contribute according to the function

B(e) = v

∫ e

0
(1 − F (y))dy (3)
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which is a restatement of Eq. 2 given that there are only two interest groups and policy utility

is linear. Because the contribution function is strictly increasing in e, there exists a one-to-one

mapping between each group’s contribution and its evidence quality. In equilibrium, the politician

correctly infers the evidence quality of both interest groups, even though he only gives access to

one of them. Therefore, the politician identifies and implements the socially optimal policy, where

p∗ = po. No other mechanism can result in higher policy utility for the politician. However, this

does not imply that selling access necessarily maximizes the politician’s utility since he also cares

about collecting contributions.

The expected revenue from selling access is

2

∫ 1

0
f(e)B(e)de.

Given that the politician’s policy utility is maximized at 0 when p∗ = po, the politician’s expected

utility when he sells access is equal to his expected revenue, or

EUP = 2vρ

∫ 1

0
f(e)

∫ e

0
(1 − F (y)) dyde. (4)

8.2 Selling Policy

Now, consider the case when the politician sells a policy position rather than access. In the sym-

metric equilibrium of the winner-pay auction, each of the interest groups bid 2v, which equals the

benefit that an interest group receives when the politician implements its preferred policy compared

to the preferred policy of the other group. The bids are independent of whether the auction is a

first-price or second-price auction.39 In this case, the politician earns 2v in equilibrium.40

When the politician sells policy, his expected revenue is higher than if he sells access. However,

achieving this higher amount of revenue comes at the cost of no longer being able to identify or

implement the socially optimal policy. Instead, the politician implements an extreme policy. Given

39Remember that in the setting analyzed here, interest groups differ in terms of their qualifications rather than their
valuations. Because interest groups share the same benefit from winning the auction, and this benefit is known to
both interest groups, the bids and expected payments are the same for both a first-price and second-price winner-pay
auction.

40In fact, choosing a policy by selling the policy choice to the highest bidder is a expected-revenue maximizing
mechanism. For this framework, there does not exist a mechanism for choosing policy that results in higher expected
revenue for the politician than 2v. I leave the proof of this to the interested reader.
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that both interest groups share the same distribution of evidence quality and that po = e1 − e−1,

the policy implemented when the politician sells a policy favor (either −1 or 1) averages a distance

of 1 from the socially optimal policy. This results in expected citizen welfare and politician policy

payoff of −γ.41 In equilibrium, the politician’s expected utility when he sells a policy favor is

2vρ − γ.

8.3 Selling Access v. Selling Policy

Given the politician’s payoffs when he sells access and when he sells policy, it is straightforward to

determine when he prefers each course of action.42 The politician prefers to sell access when

2vρ

∫ 1

0
f(e)

∫ e

0
(1 − F (y)) dyde ≥ 2vρ − γ.

This simplifies to

γ

ρ
≥ 2v

∫ 1

0
f(e)

[

1 − e +

∫ e

0
F (y)dy

]

de. (5)

This result is restated in the following proposition, where z̄ is the right hand side of Eq. 5.

Lemma 4 Consider the game in which the politician chooses whether to sell access or policy favors.

There exists a cut-off value z̄ > 0 such that

1. if γ
ρ
≥ z̄, then the politician sell access, and

2. if γ
ρ

< z̄, then the politician explicitly sells policy.

The fraction γ
ρ

represents how much the politician cares about citizen welfare (γ) relative to

how much he cares about political contributions (ρ). This means that the politician prefers to sell

access rather than policy favors when he cares enough about citizen welfare (or the policy outcome)

relative to contributions. If he does not care enough about policy, then he will choose to sell policy

favors which results in higher revenue (and lower policy utility).

41If the politician uses a different type of auction (such as a menu auction) to sell policy, then the expected distance
between the socially optimal and implemented policies may be less than 1. However, the expected distance will be
greater than 0, which means that selling policy will continue to result in lower policy utility for the politician.

42I assume that the indifferent politician sells access.
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8.4 Contribution Limit

In Section 4, a contribution limit could never improve citizen welfare. When the politician can

choose whether to sell access or sell policy, however, a carefully set contribution limit may be

advantageous because it makes explicitly selling policy relatively less attractive to the politician.

This analysis focuses on the contribution limit that maximizes citizen welfare.

If Eq. 5 is not met, then the politician will sell policy favors rather than access. When the

politician gives the highest bidder the right to choose policy, the policy ends up being extreme. On

average the distance between the implemented policy and the socially optimal policy is 1, and the

expected citizen welfare from selling policy is EW = −γ. In contrast, if the politician sells access,

he becomes fully informed and implements the socially optimal policy, and W = 0.

Given that expected citizen welfare is strictly lower when the politician sells policy rather than

access, the policy question then becomes: does there exist a limit that entices the politician to sell

access and improves citizen welfare? In short, the answer is yes. To see this, consider a complete

contribution ban (i.e., b̄ = 0). In this case, expected citizen welfare is EW = −γ
∫ 1
0 f(e) | e −

∫ 1
0 f(e)ede | de which is strictly higher than −γ. Because the politician collects zero contributions

regardless of whether he sells policy or access, he will choose to sell access which results in strictly

higher expected citizen welfare.43

This does not, however, imply that banning contributions is ideal. When there are no contri-

butions, the politician is unable to infer anything about the evidence quality of the interest group

that does not receive access. If one can impose a strictly positive contribution limit such that the

politician continues to sell access rather than policy, then the politician can infer something about

interest group evidence quality from the contributions, even if the limit prevents contributions from

being fully revealing. This results in the politician being better informed than when contributions

are completely banned. The socially optimal limit for any single policy choice is the maximum

limit under which the politician chooses to sell access.

When γ
ρ

is high enough (when Eq. 5 holds), no limit is needed to entice the politician to sell

access, in which case any b̄ ≥ B(1) is optimal including no limit (b̄ = ∞), where B(1) is the highest

possible contribution when interest groups compete over access. Any b̄ ≥ B(1) has no impact on

43Although I use the term ”sell”, when contributions are banned the politician chooses between randomly assigning
access to an interest group, or randomly choosing an interest group to win the policy favor.
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the contributions in the competition for access, and will not limit the politician’s ability to infer

evidence quality from contributions.

When the value γ
ρ

is known at the time one chooses a contribution limit b̄, then the limit b̄ can

be set just low enough to entice the politician to sell access instead of policy.44 The assumption

that γ
ρ

is known, however, is largely unjustified in a world in which a contribution limit applies to

all interest groups, not only those concerned with a single issue. To better represent a situation in

which the politician must choose many policies, while maintaining the simplifying assumption that

N = 1, I assume that γ
ρ

(or at least γ) is observed after b̄ is set, and before the politician chooses

whether to sell access or policy. In this case imposing (or decreasing) a contribution limit makes it

more likely that the politician sells access, but also decreases the accuracy of the politician’s beliefs

about the socially optimal policy when he does sell access. The socially optimal contribution limit

is such that the expected welfare costs of increasing or decreasing the limit outweighs the expected

benefits of doing so.

One cannot determine the value of the socially optimal contribution limit without additional

assumptions regarding the distribution of e and γ
ρ
. Even without further assumptions, however,

one can conclude that a carefully set contribution limit strictly improves expected citizen welfare

in the case when γ
ρ

is unknown ex ante. When γ
ρ

is known, a carefully set limit can improve (and

never reduces) expected citizen welfare.

For a number of different evidence quality distributions, including the Uniform[0, 1] distribution,

setting b̄ = B(1) guarantees that a politician will sell access. This is because, given the parameters,

selling access results in higher expected revenue, as well as higher policy utility, compared with

selling policy. When this is the case, B̄ = B(1) results in the first-best citizen welfare outcome. For

other distributions of evidence quality,45 whether b̄ = B(1) is optimal depends on the distribution

of γ
ρ
. When a low γ

ρ
is sufficiently unlikely, b̄ = B(1) is optimal. On the other hand, when the

politician tends to care relatively little about citizen welfare (i.e., a low γ
ρ

is likely), setting the

limit below B(1) is optimal.

Proposition 5 Consider the game in which the politician chooses whether to sell access or policy

44Technically, the optimal limit makes the politician indifferent between selling policy and selling access, and in
equilibrium the politician chooses to sell access.

45Such as the Beta[x, y] distribution where x = 1/2 and y > 1.
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favors. There exists a b̄∗ ∈ [0, B(1)] such that expected citizen welfare is maximized when b̄ = b̄∗.

In contrast to the results from Section 4, this proposition formally establishes that, when the

politician is free to choose whether he sells access or sells policy, contribution limits tend to improve

citizen welfare. This is because a limit reduces the expected revenue from selling policy by more

than it reduces the expected revenue from selling access, thereby making selling policy relatively less

attractive to the politician. However, although a contribution limit tends to improve citizen welfare

by making it more likely the politician sells access, a limit can also reduce the information value

of contributions which results in an access-selling politician making less-informed policy decisions.

Therefore, one must be cautious about setting an overly-strict limit.

9 Conclusion

This paper incorporates access into a model of informational lobbying. When the politician sells

access to the highest bidders, contributions help him learn about the impact of different policies.

In contrast to much of the previous literature, I show how political contributions may move policy

closer to the platform that is best for constituents. The model illustrates how a contribution

limit may reduce the amount of information available to the politician, and results in worse policy

decisions.

In no way are these results irrefutable evidence in favor of allowing unlimited payments from

special interests to politicians. Instead, the results should be viewed as evidence that political

contributions may not be as bad as generally portrayed by the media and campaign finance reform

groups. When the politician can sell access, he may choose better policies than if he could not sell

access.

Certainly, the real world is much more complicated than the competition for access model

developed in this paper. When I generalize the model to allow for unobserved interest group

wealth differences, or allow the politician to choose whether to sell access or sell explicit policy

favors, contribution limits can improve welfare. However, even in these cases, setting too low of a

limit has averse effects on welfare.

Also, the competition for access framework likely applies to some issues better than others.

Certain interest groups likely give to candidates because they want to help the candidate win
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election, not because they want to secure access. In this way, competition for access probably does

not apply to an issue likely abortion, for which politicians are already well informed or likely to

publicly commit to a position. Instead, an access model is likely a better fit for an issue such as

steel tariffs in which the domestic auto producers have arguments against a tariff, the domestic

steel industry has arguments in favor of a tariff, and most politicians are not well informed as to

the optimal level of tariff for their constituents.

This paper may serve as a starting point for future research on hard information and access.

Future work may incorporate the competition for access model into more complete models of

the political process. For example, interactions between the politician and interest groups are

often repeated over time, policy is often chosen by a group of legislators rather than a single

decision maker, and politicians use contributions to complete against other politicians for election.

Additional work may also consider alternative mechanisms through which the politician may award

access, or apply the competition for access model to non-political settings.46

10 Appendix

10.1 Contribution Equilibrium with Limits

Here, I derive the details regarding the contribution equilibrium with limit b̄ < B (1), where B (1) is the

contribution of an interest group with the highest-possible quality evidence in the equilibrium without a

limit. Let BCL

(

e; b̄
)

describe the equilibrium contribution of an interest group with evidence quality e,

when there is a contribution limit b̄. Since b̄ < B (1), a group with high-enough e prefers to contribute more

than b̄ but cannot do so. Instead, it provides the maximum contribution b̄. There exists a cut off value

ē
(

b̄
)

∈ [0, 1) such that for any e ∈
[

ē
(

b̄
)

, 1
]

an interest group provides contribution b̄ in equilibrium. For any

e ∈ [0, ē
(

b̄
)

), an interest group’s contribution is strictly increasing in e. There exists a function B̃, where

B̃
(

0; b̄
)

= 0 and ∂B̃
∂e > 0, such that in the contribution equilibrium with limit b̄

BCL

(

e; b̄
)

=







B̃
(

e; b̄
)

for e ∈ [0, ē
(

b̄
)

)

b̄ for e ∈
[

ē
(

b̄
)

, 1
]

.

46For example, instead of allocating access through an auction, the politician may set individual prices for access.
If an interest group pays the price assigned to them, they receive access, otherwise they do not receive access. In
related work, Cotton (2007) develops such a model.
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For the rest of the analysis, I assume b̄ is fixed, and ignore its value when writing the fuctions. So, BCL

(

e; b̄
)

=

BCL (e) and B̃
(

e; b̄
)

= B̃ (e). Let ẽ (b) = B̃
−1

(e).

In equilibrium, for every issue the politician chooses the policy he expects will maximize citizen welfare, or

p∗n = Eµe1
n−Eµe−1

n for every n. A complete description of the equilibrium must also describe the politician’s

beliefs µ. In equilibrium, if interest group (n, j) receives access, then Eµej
n = ej

n. If (n, j) does not receive

access and provides contribution b̄, then Eµej
n = 1

1−F(ē(b̄))

∫ 1

ē(b̄) f (y) ydy. If (n, j) does not receive access

and provides contribution bj
n < b̄, then Eµej

n = ẽ
(

bj
n

)

.47

The function B̃ is derived just as B was derived in the no-limit game. Interest group (n, j) chooses a

contribution b to maximize the expression

∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − ΘCL

(

ẽ (b) ; e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − ẽ (b) + e−j
n

)

+

ΘCL

(

ẽ (b) ; e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

)

]

de−j
n − b.

(6)

This differs from a group’s no-limit maximization problem in that b must now be on the interval
[

0, b̄
]

,

the functions ΘCL and fCL take into account the fact that all other interest groups with e ≥ ē
(

b̄
)

provide

the same contribution b̄. The function ΘCL

(

e (b) ; e−j
n

)

defines the probability that (n, j) is granted access

in equilibrium given that it contributes b. I leave the formal derivation of ΘCL to the reader, as it is not

required for the analysis. Note that ΘCL

(

e; e−j
n

)

is increasing in e for all e ≤ ē. In equilibrium, all groups

with e ∈ [ē, 1] have the same ex ante probability of being offered access. I denote this probability by Θ̄CL

when nothing is assumed about the evidence quality of another interest group, and by Θ̄CL

(

e−j
)

when one

other group has evidence quality e−j . The value fCL (e) denotes the ex ante probability that Eµe−j
n = e.

Therefore,

fCL (e) =



















f (e) for e ∈ [0, ē)

Θ̄CLf (e) for e ∈ [ē, 1]∩e 6=
∫ 1

ē
f (y) ydy

(

1 − Θ̄CL

) ∫ 1

ē
f (y) dy for e =

∫ 1

ē
f (y) ydy.

Using the interest group’s above maximization problem, one can solve for B̃ using the technique from

Section 3. It follows that

B̃ (e) = −
∫ e

0

∫ 1

0

fCL

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − ΘCL

(

y; e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − y + e−j
n

)

de−j
n dy.

47Such a belief system is required by the concept of Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium for all values of b that
are on the path of play for any e ∈ [0, 1] (Fudenberg and Tirole,1991, pp. 324-326). The concept of Perfect
Bayesian Equilibrium does not restrict beliefs off the equilibrium path of play. For those b that are never
played in equilibrium, such assumptions regarding the politician beliefs guarantees that a pure strategy
equilibrium exists; other less restrictive beliefs produce the same result.
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The cut-off evidence quality ē
(

b̄
)

is the evidence quality at which an interest group is indifferent between

contributing according to B̃ and contributing b̄, and solves the following equation for ē

∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ē + e−j
n

)

de−j
n − B̃ (ē) =

∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

×
[

(

1 − Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − 1
1−F (ē)

∫ 1

ē
f (y) ydy + e−j

n

)

+ Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ē + e−j
n

)

]

de−j
n − b̄

For an interest group with evidence quality ē, the left hand side of the equality denotes the group’s expected

utility from providing a contribution according to the increasing equilibrium function B̃, and the right hand

side of the equality denotes the expected utility from providing the maximum contribution. It follows that

B̃
(

ē
(

b̄
))

< b̄. In equilibrium, the group with the cut-off evidence quality is indifferent between the two

actions. If the solution to this equality is negative, then ē
(

b̄
)

= 0 and all interest groups contribute b̄

independent of their evidence qualities.

Next, I show that interest groups that do not have an incentive to deviate from the contribution function

BCL. For an interest group with e < ẽ
(

b̄
)

, providing b̄ rather than b < b̄ gives an expected benefit of

∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − 1
1−F (ē)

∫ 1

ē
f (y) ydy + e−j

n

)

+Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

]

de−j
n − b̄

−
∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

de−j
n + B̃ (e) .

which is strictly increasing in an interest groups evidence quality. To see this, take the derivative of the

benefit with respect to e.

∫ 1

0

fCL

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

de−j
n +

∂B̃ (e)

∂e

Since Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

− ΘCL

(

e; e−j
n

)

for any e < ẽ
(

b̄
)

, simplifying gives

−
∫ 1

0

fCL

(

e−j
n

) [

Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

− ΘCL

(

e; e−j
n

)]

V ′
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

de−j
n > 0.

From the derivation of B̃, one already knows that an interest group with e < ē
(

b̄
)

prefers to provide B̃ (e)

rather than any other b < b̄.

From the derivation of B̃, it also follows that any group with e ≥ ẽ
(

b̄
)

prefers to provide b → b̄ instead
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of any other b < b̄. The expected benefit to an interest group with e > ẽ
(

b̄
)

from giving b̄ instead of b < b̄ is

limb→b̄

∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − 1
1−F (ē)

∫ 1

ē
f (y) ydy + e−j

n

)

+Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

]

de−j
n − b̄

−
∫ 1

0
fCL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − ΘCL

(

ẽ (b) ; e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − V
(

1 − ẽ (b) + e−j
n

)

+ e−j
n

)

+ΘCL

(

ẽ (b) ; e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

]

de−j
n + b

which is strictly increasing in the group’s e. To see this, take the derivative with respect to e:

lim
b→b̄

−
∫ 1

0

fCL

(

e−j
n

) [

Θ̄CL

(

e−j
n

)

− ΘCL

(

ẽ (b) ; e−j
n

)]

V ′
(

1 − e + e−j
n

)

de−j
n > 0.

Since the benefit of providing b̄ rather than b < b̄ is strictly increasing in a groups evidence quality, and

ē
(

b̄
)

is the evidence quality at which a group is indifferent between the two actions, it follows that interest

groups with e < ē
(

b̄
)

strictly prefer to contribute according to B̃, and groups with e > ē
(

b̄
)

strictly prefer

to contribute b̄.

10.2 Contribution Equilibrium with Wealth Differences

In this section, I derive the contribution equilibrium of the model presented in Section 5.2. Poor interest

groups have wealth constraint such that their contributions must be no greater than ω, and rich group

contributions are unconstrained. Assume ω < B (1). A poor group with high-enough e prefers to contribute

more than ω but cannot do so. Instead, it provides ω.

The functions BP and BR respectively denote the equilibrium poor and rich group contribution functions.

There exists cut off values ēa ≥ 0 and ēb ∈ (ēa, 1), and functions Ba and Bb, where Ba (0;ω) = 0, Bb (ēb;ω) =

0, ∂Ba

∂e > 0, and ∂Bb

∂e > 0 such that

BP (e;ω) =







Ba (e;ω) for e ∈ [0, ēb)

ω for e ∈ [ēa, 1], and

BR (e;ω) =



















Ba (e;ω) for e ∈ [0, ēa)

ω for e ∈ [ēa, ēb)

ω + Bb (e;ω) for e ∈ [ēb, 1].
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The cut off values are dependent on poor group wealth ω, and the probability that a group is poor, α. Also,

through the rest of the analysis, I take ω as fixed and ignore it in writing the contribution functions BP (e),

BR (e), Ba (e), and Bb (e). Let ea (b) = B−1
a (e) and eb (b) = B−1

b (e).

In equilibrium, the politician chooses the policy profile he expects will maximize citizen welfare, or

p∗n = Eµe1
n−Eµe−1

n for every n. A complete description of the equilibrium must also describe the politician’s

beliefs µ. In equilibrium, if interest group (n, j) receives access, then Eµej
n = ej

n. If (n, j) does not receive

access and provides contribution ω, then

Eµej
n = E (e | ω) =

(1 − α)
∫ 1

ēa
f (y) ydy + α

∫ ēb

ēa
f (y) ydy

(1 − α) (1 − F (ēa)) + α (F (ēb) − F (ēa))
.

If (n, j) does not receive access and provides contribution then Eµej
n = ea

(

bj
n

)

if bj
n < ω, and Eµej

n = eb

(

bj
n

)

if bj
n > ω.48

The function Ba is derived just as B was derived in the no-limit game. Interest group (n, j) chooses a

contribution b to maximize

∫ 1

0
fWL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − ΘWL

(

ea (b) ; e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − ea (b) + e−j
n

)

+ΘWL

(

ea (b) ; e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ej
n + e−j

n

)

]

de−j
n − b.

This differs from the maximization problem in Section 2 since ΘWL and fWL take into account the fact

that all other interest groups contribute according the the contribution function described above. The value

ΘWL

(

e (b) ; e−j
n

)

defines the probability that (n, j) is granted access in equilibrium given that it contributes

b. In equilibrium, all groups that provide contribution ω have the same ex ante probability of being offered

access. I denote this probability by Θ̄WL when nothing is assumed about the evidence quality of another

interest group, and by Θ̄WL

(

e−j
)

when one other group has evidence quality e−j . The value fWL (e) denotes

the ex ante probability that Eµe−j
n = e.

Using the interest group’s above maximization problem, one can solve for B̃ using the technique from

Section 2. It follows that

Ba (e) = −
∫ e

0

∫ 1

0

fWL

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − ΘWL

(

y; e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − y + e−j
n

)

de−j
n dy.

48Such a belief system is required by the concept of Perfect Bayesian Equilibrium for all values of b that
are on the path of play for any e ∈ [0, 1]. For those b that are never played in equilibrium, such assumptions
regarding the politician beliefs guarantees that a pure strategy equilibrium exists; other less restrictive beliefs
produce the same results.
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Similarly, Bb is derived from the maximization problem of an interest group with e > ēb.

Bb (e) = −
∫ e

ēb

∫ 1

0

fWL

(

e−j
n

) (

1 − ΘWL

(

y; e−j
n

))

V ′
(

1 − y + e−j
n

)

de−j
n dy.

The cut-off evidence quality ēa is the evidence quality at which an interest group is indifferent between

contributing according to Ba and contributing ω. The equilibrium value of ēa solves the following equation

for ē

∫ 1

0
fWL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ē + e−j
n

)

de−j
n

−Ba (ē) =
∫ 1

0
fWL

(

e−j
n

)

[

(

1 − Θ̄WL

(

e−j
n

))

V
(

1 − eWL (ω) + e−j
n

)

+Θ̄WL

(

e−j
n

)

V
(

1 − ē + e−j
n

)

]

de−j
n − ω

where eWL (ω) denotes the politicians equilibrium expectations about the evidence quality of an interest

group that provides ω and does not receive access. If the solution to the equality is negative, then ēa = 0

and all poor interest groups contribute ω independent of their evidence qualities.

The cut-off evidence quality ēb is the evidence quality at which an interest group is indifferent between

contributing according to Bb and contributing ω. In equilibrium,

ēb = E (e | ω) =
(1 − α)

∫ 1

ēa
f (y) ydy + α

∫ ēb

ēa
f (y) ydy

(1 − α) (1 − F (ēa)) + α (F (ēb) − F (ēa))
.

Just as I do in the previous section of the appendix where I derive the equilibrium for the case with

contribution limits, it is straightforward to show that none of the interest groups have an incentive to deviate

in the equilibrium. Groups with evidence quality e > ēb strictly prefer to contribute ω + Bb (e) compared

to ω, and ω compared to any amount less than ω. Groups with e > ēa strictly prefer to provide ω than

any amount less than ω, and those with e ∈ (ēa, ēb) strictly prefer to provide ω compared with any amount

greater than or less than ω. Similarly, groups with e < ēa strictly prefer to provide Ba (e) to any other

contribution.

With Contribution Limits

Using the techniques developed earlier in this paper, one can incorporate contribution limits into this

game. I describe the equilibrium contribution function here, but leave the details of the derivation to the

reader.

The paper focuses on the case where b̄ ≤ ω, which is consistent with the contribution limits proposed in

the policy debate. In this case, the contribution limit has the same impact on the equilibrium contribution

functions as the limit would have in the game without wealth differences. See Sections 3 and the first section
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of the appendix for a derivation and illustration.

Although the body of the paper does not discuss the other cases, I describe them here. When b̄ > ω,

there are two cases. First, if the limit is high-enough, then the contribution limit impacts function Bb in the

same manner that the limit impacted B in the case without wealth differences. In this case, rich interest

groups with e > E (e | ω) = ēb contribute ω + Bb (e) for relatively low e (as e → ēb) and contribute b̄ for

higher e (as e → 1). The contributions of the poor interest groups are not impacted. This case is illustrated

in Figure 3.1. Second, if b̄ > ω and the limit is relatively close to ω, then there exists a function B̃a that is

strictly increasing in e and where B̃ (0) = 0, and values ē, ē′b ∈ (0, 1) such that when (n, j) is rich, bj
n = B̃

(

ej
n

)

for ej
n ∈ [0, ē), bj

n = ω for ej
n ∈ [ē, ē′b), and bj

n = b̄ for ej
n ∈ [ē′b, 1], and when (n, j) is poor, bj

n = B̃
(

ej
n

)

for

ej
n ∈ [0, ē′a), bj

n = ω for ej
n ∈ [ē′a, 1]. It can be shown that ē < ē′b < ēb < E (e | ω), where ēa and ēb are

the cutoff values when there is no contribution limit, and E (e | ω) is the politician’s expectations about an

interest group’s evidence quality when that group contributes ω but does not receive access. This case is

illustrated by Figure 3.2.

Impact of limits on welfare in a simple game

Here, I solve the simple example from Section 5.2. Evidence quality is uniformly distributed on [0, 1],

interest group policy utility is linear, or V
(

1 − ej + e−j
)

= −
(

1 − ej + e−j
)

, and both N = 1 and K = 1.

Using the methods described previously, it is straightforward to solve for the game’s equilibrium.

For the case when there is no contribution limit. First, one can find that Ba (e) = e− 1
2e2, and calculate

the expected payoff to an interest group from contributing less than ω, which equals 1
2e2 − 3

2 . Note that

ω must be less than 1
2 to have an impact on contributions. If the same group contributed ω instead, its
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expected payoff equals

−
∫ 1

ēb

(

(1 − α) (1 − ēb + e′) + α
(

1
2 (1 − e + ēb) + 1

2 (1 − ēb + e′)
))

de′

−
∫ ēb

ēa

(

1
2 (1 − e + ēb) + 1

2 (1 − ēb + e′)
)

de′ −
∫ ēa

0
(1 − e + e′) de′ − ω.

This simplifies to

−3

2
− 1

4
ē2
a + (1 − α)

(

ēb −
3

4
ē2
b

)

+
1

4
α +

1

2
e (ēa + α + ēb (1 − α)) − ω.

Because ēb = Eµ (e | ω) it follows that ēb = 1+ēa

1+α . When an interest group has e = ēa, these expected payoffs

from contributing ω equals the expected payoff from giving Ba (e). Therefore, one can solve for ēa, where

ēa = 1 − (1 + α)
√

2 (1 − 2ω)√
2 − α + 3α2

when 1 − (1 + α)
√

2 (1 − 2ω)/
√

2 − α + 3α2 ≥ 0. If the expression is negative, ēa = 0. Solving for Bb (e) is

not required for the results.

It holds that B̃ (e) = Ba (e)when there is no contribution limit.49 Since rich and poor groups give b for

the same range of e, it follows that ē′b = 1+ē
2 , where ē′b = E

(

e | b̄
)

. Solving for ē in the same way that ēa

was found above gives

ē = 1 − 2
√

1 − b̄√
3

when 1 −
(

2
√

1 − b̄
)

/
√

3 ≥ 0, and ē = 0 otherwise.

When there is no contribution limit, expected citizen welfare is

−α2
∫ 1

ēa

∫ 1

ēa
|e1 − ēb| de1de2 − 2α (1 − α)

∫ ēb

ēa

∫ 1

ēa

(

1
2 |e1 − ēb| + 1

2 (|ēb − e2|)
)

de1de2

− 2α (1 − α)
∫ 1

ēb

∫ ēb

ēa
|e1 − ēb| de1de2 − (1 − α)

2 ∫ ēb

ēa

(

∫ ēb

ēa
(ēb − e1) de1 +

∫ 1

ēb
(ēb − e2) de1

)

de2

− (1 − α)
2 ∫ 1

ēb

∫ ēb

ēa
(ēb − e1) de1de2.

Substituting in for ēb and ēa, when 1 − (1 + α)
√

2 (1 − 2ω)/
√

2 − α + 3α2 > 0 expected citizen welfare

simplifies to

EWno limit = −2α (1 − 2ω) (1 + α)
√

2 (2 − α + 3α2) (1 − 2ω)

(2 − α + 3α2)
2 . (7)

If 1 − (1 + α)
√

2 (1 − 2ω)/
√

2 − α + 3α2 ≤ 0, then EWno limit = − α
(1+α)2

.

49This is true because V is linear.
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When there is a contribution limit, expected citizen welfare is −
∫ 1

ē

∫ 1

ē
|e1 − ē′b| de1de2. When 1 −

(

2
√

1 − b̄
)

/
√

3 > 0,

EWlimit = −2 (1 − ω)
2/3

3
√

3
.

If 1 −
(

2
√

1 − b̄
)

/
√

3 ≤ 0, then EW limit = − 1
4 .

When both ēa and ē are 0, the contribution limit never improves expected citizen welfare since EWno limit =

− α
(1+α)2

> EW limit = − 1
4 for α ∈ (0, 1). Similarly, one can show that when ēa > 0 and ē = 0, the contri-

bution limit cannot improve welfare since − 2α(1−2ω)(1+α)
√

2(2−α+3α2)(1−2ω)

(2−α+3α2)2
> − 1

4 . There are no parameter

values for which ēa = 0 and ē > 0.

When 1−(1 + α)
√

2 (1 − 2ω)/
√

2 − α + 3α2 > 0 and 1−
(

2
√

1 − b̄
)

/
√

3 > 0, both ēa and ē are positive.

In this case the contribution limit improves expected citizen welfare when

−2 (1 − ω)
2/3

3
√

3
> −2α (1 − 2ω) (1 + α)

√

2 (2 − α + 3α2) (1 − 2ω)

(2 − α + 3α2)
2 .

Using Mathematica, I solve for the numerical values for which all three of these conditions as well as the

priors on α, ω, and b̄ are simultaneously met. There exists cut off values α′, ω′

L (α), and ω′

H (α) such that

contribution limit b̄ ≤ ω improves expected citizen welfare if and only if α ∈ (α′, 1), ω ∈ [ω′

L (α) , ω′

H (α)),

and b̄ ∈
[

1
4 , ω

]

. The values ω′

L (α) and ω′

H (α) depend on the value of parameter α, and determining the

values α′ and ω′

H (α) require the calculating the root of high-degree polynomials for which a non-numeric

solution is not possible. To overcome this issue, I use Mathematica to numerically determine the cut off

values. ω′

H (α) is greater than ω′

L (α) only when α is high enough, implying that α′ is approximately 0.750427.

This means that most interest groups must be poor in order for a contribution limit to potentially improve

expected welfare. Additionally, given any α, the range of ω for which a limit can have a positive impact is

even more restrictive. For any α > α′, ω′

L (α) takes on values between 1
4 and 0.260199, and ω′

H (α) takes on

values between 1
4 and 0.260751. At its maximum, the difference between ω′

H (α) and ω′

L (α) is approximately

0.00215, meaning that for any value α, only very specific values of ω result in the contribution limit being

beneficial. Furthermore, because ω′

H (α) is close to 1
4 , even when the other conditions are met, there only

exists a small range of contribution limits that benefit society. Whenever the above conditions do not hold,

the contribution limit strictly reduces expected citizen welfare.

10.3 Proofs

Proof (Lemma 1). Follows immediately from analysis in paper.
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Proof (Proposition 1). Follows immediately from analysis in paper and Lemma 1.

Proof (Proposition 2). Where W (p∗, po) = −∑N
n=1 γn ×|p∗ − po| , let wn = −γn ×|p∗n − po

n| for each

n. When there are no contribution limits, the politician chooses p∗n = po
n for all n, and social welfare W = 0,

and wn = 0 for all n.

Consider the case when there are contribution limits. The parameter M denotes the realized num-

ber of interest groups that contribute b̄ in equilibrium. The ex ante probability of any M ∈ {0, 1, ..., 2N}

equals ϕ (M) = 2N !
2N−M !M !F (ē)

2N−M
(1 − F (ē))

M
. Therefore, M > K with probability

∑2N
m=K+1 ϕ (m).

For each m ∈{K + 1, ..., 2N}, ϕ (m) > 0 since ē ∈ (0, 1) and F (ē)∈ (0, 1) for any b̄ ∈ (0, B (1) ). Thus,
∑2N

m=K+1 ϕ (m)> 0, the politician is less than fully informed with positive probability. With probability
∑2N

m=K+1 ϕ (m)> 0 there exists at least one interest group for which the politician knows ej
n∈ [ē, 1], but does

not know ej
n when he chooses a policy profile. Without loss of generality assume this is group (1, 1). The

politician implements policy p∗1= Eµe1
1−Eµe−1

1 , where Eµe1
1=

∫ 1

ē
e f(e)

1−F (ē)de. Given the continuous distri-

bution of e, both Eµe1
1 6= e1

1 and Eµe1
1−Eµe−1

1 6= e
1

1−e−1
1 with probability one. Citizen welfare attributable

to issue 1 is w1 = −γn ×
∣

∣

∣
Eµe1

1−Eµe−1
1 − e

1

1+e−1
1

∣

∣

∣
. Since Eµe1

1−Eµe−1
1 6= e1

1−e−1
1 with probability one, it

follows that w1< 0. For all other issues m ∈{2, ..., N}, wm≤ 0, and W (p∗, po) =
∑N

n=1 wn< 0.

When there are contribution limits, W (p∗, po) < 0 with probability
∑2N

m=K+1 ϕ (m) > 0, and W (p∗, po) =

0 with probability 1−
∑2N

m=K+1 ϕ (m). Therefore, expected citizen welfare is strictly negative and therefore

strictly less than welfare when there are no contribution limits.

Proof (Lemma 3). See Section 7.2 for derivation of the equilibrium. Assume j = 1, and e = e1
n = e−1

n .

Consider three cases: e ∈ [0, ēa), e ∈ [ēa, ēb], and e ∈ (ēb, 1]. If e ∈ [0, ēa), then b1
n = b−1

n = Ba (e), and

p∗n = e − e = 0. So, when e ∈ [0, ēa), Ep∗n = 0.

If e ∈ [ēa, ēb], then b1
n = b−1

n = ω. Let Θ̄2 be the equilibrium probability an interest group that provides

ω receives access when b1
n = b−1

n = ω. Therefore, when e ∈ [ēa, ēb], Ep∗n = Θ̄2e +
(

1 − Θ̄2

)

ēb − Θ̄2e −
(

1 − Θ̄2

)

ēb = 0.

If e ∈ (ēb, 1], then b1
n > ω and b−1

n = ω. Let Θ̄1 be the equilibrium probability an interest group that

provides ω receives access when b1
n > ω and b−1

n = ω. Therefore, when e ∈ (ēb, 1], Ep∗n = e − Θ̄1e −
(

1 − Θ̄1

)

ēb = (e − ēb)
(

1 − Θ̄1

)

> 0.

For all values of e, Ep∗n = (1 − F (ēb)) (e − ēb)
(

1 − Θ̄1

)

> 0. If j = −1, the same method shows that

Ep∗n < 0.

Proof (Proposition 3). See Section 7.2 for derivation of the equilibrium. Because BP (e) = BR (e) for

any e ≤ ēb, it follows that bj
n is independent of (n, j)’s wealth when ej

n ∈ [0, ēb]. Given bj
n, the probability

ΘWL

(

e
(

bj
n

)

, e−j
n

)

is independent of (n, j)’s wealth. Therefore, if ej
n ∈ [0, ēb], then (n, j) faces the same
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expected payoff EU j
n independent its wealth.

Alternatively, if e ∈ (ēb, 1], then BR (e) > BP (e). Since BR

(

ej
n

)

= arg maxb EU j
n (b) and BP

(

ej
n

)

= ω

is a feasible contribution for a rich group, it follows that EU j
n

(

BR

(

ej
n

))

> EU j
n

(

BP

(

ej
n

))

. Therefore, when

(n, j) is rich, EU j
n is the same as if he was poor when ej

n ∈ [0, ēb], and EU j
n is strictly greater than if he was

poor when e ∈ (ēb, 1].

Proof (Proposition 4). Notation is consistent with Section 7.2. Let Θ̄2 be the equilibrium probability

that (n, j) receives access if bj
n = b−j

n = b̄, and let Θ̄1 be the equilibrium probability that (n, j) receives

access if bj
n = b̄ and b−j

n < b̄. Therefore,

Ep∗n =

∫ ē

0

∫ ē

0

(

e1 − e−1
)

de−1de1 +

∫ ē

0

∫ 1

ē

(

e1 − Θ̄1e
−1 −

(

1 − Θ̄1

)

∫ 1

ē

f (e) ede

)

de−1de1

+

∫ 1

ē

∫ ē

0

(

Θ̄1e
1 +

(

1 − Θ̄1

)

∫ 1

ē

f (e) ede − e−1

)

de−1de1

+

∫ 1

ē

∫ 1

ē

(

Θ̄2e
1 +

(

1 − Θ̄2

)

∫ 1

ē

f (e) ede − Θ̄2e
−1 −

(

1 − Θ̄2

)

∫ 1

ē

f (e) ede

)

de−1de1

which reduces to Ep∗n = 0.

Rich and poor groups both contribute to BCL. Because a group’s contribution is independent of wealth

for any e, it follows that the realization of ΘCL is independent of wealth. Therefore EU j
n is independent of

wealth.

Proof (Lemma 4). Follows immediately from analysis in the paper, and that when f(e) > 0 for all

e ∈ [0, 1],

z̄ = 2v

∫ 1

0

f(e)

(

1 − e +

∫ e

0

F (y)dy

)

de > 0

Proof (Proposition 6). It is sufficient to prove that b̄ = B(1) results in at least as high of expected

citizen welfare than any other b̄ > B(1), including b̄ = ∞ (no limit). Consider any contribution limit

b̄ ≥ B(1). If the politician sells policy, then citizen welfare is −γ, and the politician’s payoff is vρb̄ − γ. If

the politician sells access, then expected citizen welfare is 0 since the politician can choose p∗ = po, and the

politician’s expected payoff is 2vρ
∫ 1

0
f(e)

∫ e

0
(1 − F (y)) dyde which equals his expected total contributions

when he sells access. For any b̄ ≥ B(1), expected citizen welfare from selling policy and expected citizen

welfare from selling access are independent of barb. Therefore, b̄ only impacts citizen welfare through its

affect on the probability the politician sells access rather than policy.
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The politician chooses to sell access rather than policy when

2vρ

∫ 1

0

f(e)

∫ e

0

(1 − F (y)) dyde ≥ vρb̄ − γ.

This simplifies to

γ

ρ
≥ v

(

b̄ −
∫ 1

0

f(e)

∫ e

0

(1 − F (y)) dyde

)

. (8)

Define z̄′ equal to the right hand side of Eq. 8, and let z̄′(b̄) denote the value of z̄′ when the contribution

limit is b̄. z̄′ is strictly strictly increasing in limit b̄. Let the function H represent the ex ante distribution of

γ
ρ . Therefore, expected citizen welfare from contribution limit b̄ is EW (b̄) = −γH(z̄′(b̄)). ∂EW (b̄)

∂b̄
< 0 for all

b̄ ≥ B(1). Therefore, b̄ = B(1) results in strictly higher expected citizen welfare than any other b̄ > B(1).

References

Anderson, Simon P., Jacob K. Goeree, and Charles A. Holt, “Rent Seeking with Bounded

Rationality: An Analysis of the All-Pay Auction,” Journal of Political Economy, 1998, 106 (4),

828–53.

Ansolabehere, Stephen, James M Snyder Jr., and Micky Tripathi, “Are PAC Contribu-

tions and Lobbying Linked? New Evidence from the 1995 Lobby Disclosure Act,” Business and

Politics, 2002, 4 (2), 131–55.

, John M. de Figueiredo, and James M. Snyder, “Why Is There so Little Money in U.S.

Politics?,” Journal of Economic Perspectives, 2003, 17 (1), 105–130.

Austen-Smith, David, “Strategic Transmission of Costly Information,” Econometrica, 1994, 62

(4), 955–63.

, “Campaign Contributions and Access,” American Political Science Review, 1995, 89 (3), 566–

81.

Baye, Michael R., Dan Kovenock, and Casper G. de Vries, “Rigging the Lobbying Process:

An Application of the All-Pay Auction,” American Economic Review, 1993, 83 (1), 289–94.

Baye, Michael R, Dan Kovenock, and Casper G. de Vries, “The All-Pay Auction with

Complete Information,” Economic Theory, 1996, 8 (2), 291–305.

49



Bennedsen, Morten and Sven E Feldmann, “Lobbying Legislatures,” Journal of Political

Economy, 2002, 110 (4), 919–46.

and , “Informational Lobbying and Political Contributions,” Journal of Public Economics,

2006, 90 (4/5), 631–56.

Bernheim, B. Douglas and Michael D. Whinston, “Menu Auctions, Resource Allocation,

and Economic Influence,” Quarterly Journal of Economics, February 1986, 101 (1), 1–32.

Bull, Jesse and Joel Watson, “Evidence disclosure and verifiability,” Journal of Economic

Theory, 2004, 118, 1–31.

and , “Hard evidence and mechanism design,” Games and Economic Behavior, 2007, 58,

75–93.

Che, Yeon-Koo and Ian L Gale, “Caps on Political Lobbying,” American Economic Review,

1998, 88 (3), 643–51.

Clawson, Dan, Alan Neustadtl, and Denise Scott, Money Talks: Corporate PACs and Po-

litical Influence, New York: Basic Books, 1992.

Coate, Stephen, “Pareto Improving Campaign Finance Policy,” American Economic Review,

2004, 94 (3), 628–55.

, “Political Competition with Campaign Contributions and Informative Advertising,” Journal of

the European Economic Association, 2004, 2 (5), 772–804.

Cotton, Christopher, “Access Fees in Politics,” 2007. Cornell University.

Dahm, Matthias and Nicolas Porteiro, “Informational Lobbying Under the Shadow of Political

Pressure,” April 2006. CMS-EMS working paper 1409.

and , “Side-Effects of Campaign Finance Reform,” April 2006. CMS-EMS working paper

1408.

Drazen, Allan, Nuno Limao, and Thomas Stratmann, “Political contribution caps and lobby

formation: Theory and evidence,” Journal of Public Economics, 2007, 91, 723–754.

50



Esteban, Joan and Debraj Ray, “Inequality, Lobbying, and Resource Allocation,” American

Economic Review, 2006, 96 (1), 257–79.

Fudenberg, Drew and Jean Tirole, Game Theory, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991.

Gavious, Arieh, Benny Moldovanu, and Aner Sela, “Bid Costs and Endogenous Bid Caps,”

RAND Journal of Economcis, 2002, 33 (4), 709–722.

Green, Jerry R. and Jean-Jacques Laffont, “Partially Verifiable Information and Mechanism

Design,” Review of Economic Studies, July 1986, 53 (3), 447–456.

Grossman, Gene M and Elhanan Helpman, “Protection for Sale,” American Economic Re-

view, 1994, 84 (4), 833–50.

and , “Electoral Competition and Special Interest Politics,” Review of Economic Studies,

1996, 63 (2), 265–86.

and , Special Interest Politics, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002.

Hall, Richard L and Frank W Wayman, “Buying Time: Moneyed Interests and the Mobi-

lization of Bias in Congressional Committees,” American Political Science Review, 1990, 84 (3),

797–820.

Herndon, James F, “Access, Record, and Competition as Influences on Interest Group Contri-

butions to Congressional Campaigns,” Journal of Politics, 1982, 90 (2), 280–94.

Holt, Charles A, “A Theory of Signalling Auctions,” March 1979. Technical Report Discussion

Paper No. 79-110, University of Minnesota.

and Roger Sherman, “Waiting-Line Auctions,” Journal of Political Economy, 1982, 90 (2),

280–94.

Langbein, Laura I, “Money and Access: Some Empirical Evidence,” Journal of Politics, 1986,

48 (4), 1052–62.

Lipman, Barton L. and Duane J. Seppi, “Robust Inference in Communication Games with

Partial Provability,” Journal of Economic Theory, 1995, 66, 370–405.

51



Lohmann, Susanne, “Information, Access, and Contributions: A Signalling Model of Lobbying,”

Public Choice, 1995, 85 (3/4), 267–84.

Makinson, Larry, Speaking Freely: Washington Insiders Talk About Money in Politics, Washing-

ton D.C.: Center for Responsive Politics, 2003.

Milgrom, Paul and John Roberts, “Relying on the Information of Interested Parties,” RAND

Journal of Economcis, 1986, 17 (1), 18–32.

Milyo, Jeffrey, David Primo, and Timothy Groseclose, “Corporate PAC Campaign Contri-

butions in Perspective,” Business and Politics, 2000, 2 (1), 75–88.

Moldovanu, Benny and Aner Sela, “The Optimal Allocation of Prizes in Contests,” American

Economic Review, 2001, 91 (3), 542–58.

Prat, Andrea, “Campaign Advertising and Voter Welfare,” Review of Economic Studies, 2002,

69 (4), 997–1017.

, “Campaign Spending with Office-Seeking Politicians, Rational Voters, and Multiple Lobbies,”

Journal of Economic Theory, 2002, 103, 162–189.

Rhiannon, Lee and Norman Thompson, “Tainted money: Proposals for reform of electoral

funding in Australia,” NewMatilda.com, 2006, August 11.

Sabato, Larry, PAC Power: Inside the World of Political Action Committees, New York: W.W.

Norton, 1984.

Schram, Martin, Speaking Freely, Washington D.C.: Center for Responsive Politics, 1995.

Tullock, Gordon, “Efficient Rent Seeking,” in James M Buchanan, Robert D Tollison, and Gor-

don Tullock, eds., Towards a Theory of the Rent Seeking Society, College Station: Texas A&M

University Press, 1980.

Wittman, Donald, “Rational Voters and Political Advertising,” 2002. Working paper, University

of California at Santa Cruz.

Wright, John, “Contributions, Lobbying, and Committee Voting in the U.S. House of Represen-

tatives,” American Political Science Review, 1990, 84, 417–38.

52


