Conflict of interest and congressional voting: A note
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1. Introduction

In recent years economists and political scientists have shown renewed
interest in the statistical analysis of congressional voting. Durden and
Silberman (1976), Abrams (1977), Danielson and Rubin (1977), Kau and
Rubin (1979), Kau, Keenan and Rubin (1979), Welch (1980), and Chappell
(1980, 1981) have all estimated econometric models to explain voting
on various issues. Not surprisingly, these researchers have generally found
that a congressman’s voting decisions are influenced by party affiliation,
ideological perspective,and the economic interests of constituents.! Although
economists are inclined to suspect motives of self-interest behind most
behavior, previous research has ignored the possible connections between a
congressman’s voting and his personal financial holdings. Common Cause
(1979) has reported a number of instances where a potential conflict of
interest might influence voting,2 but the evidence provided is anecdotal,
not the result of a systemmatic empirical investigation. In this study, I
incorporate data on congressmen’s financial holdings into a multivariate
econometric model explaining voting behavior. This permits a statistical
test of the hypothesis that congressmen’s private financial interests actually
do affect their policy decisions.

2. Data

I examine voting on three issues which came from the U.S. House of
Representatives between 1975 and 1977. Those issues include mortage
disclosure requirements for lenders, air pollution control requirements, and
tax rebates for oil companies. Table 1 describes the legislative content of
the issues more completely, and lists associated industries in which some
congressmen had financial interests.

In analysis of the first two issues, a dummy variable is used to indicate
whether or not a congressman held a financial interest in the industry affected
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by the legislation. Use of a dummy is necessary, since data on the dollar
value of asset holdings is not available for 1975 or 1976. In the 1977 financial
disclosure reports, congressmen’s individual assets are listed and categorized
according to value. Upper and lower bounds on the value of each reported
asset are provided, so I have constructed an approximate valuation of each
congressman’s aggregate oil and gas holdings for use in the analysis of the
third issue. Other independent variables used in the analysis include the
party affiliation of each congressman, his ideological rating (as measured by
the Americans for Constitutional Action, a conservative group), and variables
indicating economic and demographic characteristics of his constituents.?

3. The empirical analysis

I analyze each of the three issues separately, using all voting congressmen as
the sample in each case. The dependent variable in each equation is
dichotomous: if the congressman voted ‘yes’ on a proposal (i.e., in favor of
the industry position), the dependent variable has a value of 1; if he voted
‘no’ it has a value of 0. Since ordinary least squares is inappropriate when
the dependent variable is dichotomous, logit analysis is used.*

Table 2 provides maximum-likelihood estimates of logit equations to
explain voting on the three selected issues. For the redlining disclosure
amendment, note that the variable BANKD is a dummy which takes a value
of 1 for congressmen holding interests in financial institutions. The coefficient
of BANKD is insignificant, and has an unexpected negative sign. Coefficients
of the variables indicating ideological preference and urban population
percentage were significant, however. For the Clean Air Act amendment,
POWERD is a dummy indicating congressmen with financial interests in
power and light companies (stationary sources of pollution). Again an
insignificant negative coefficient results. For this issue, the coefficients for
party affiliation, median income, and ideological rating were all significant.
We have noted that for the crude oil tax rebate issue, 1977 data permitted
the construction of a cardinal measure of a congressman’s financial stake in
oil and gas companies. This variable, PDOLR, was included as an explanatory
variable in the voting equation. The results are similar to those for the
previous issues, however. Financial interests have no significant impact on
voting; instead party, ideology and per capita oil production have greater
impact.

4. Conclusions

Results of this study are cossistent with those of previous voting studies
which have shown that party, ideology, and constituency characteristics
are often significant explanatory variables in equations to explain voting.
No evidence was found to support the hypothesis that congressmen’s
voting decisions depend upon their private financial interests. This suggests
the conclusion that much of the concern about apparent conflicts of interest
is unfounded, but it must be recognized that this study has examined voting
on just a few issues and has used data on financial holdings which were
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lacking in precision. As more data becomes available in the next several
years, we should be able to resolve this question with greater confidence.

NOTES

1. Several of the studies mentioned have analyzed the relationship between congress-
ional voting and campaign contributions from concerned interest groups. When
proper statistical methods are employed, it appears that the impact of contri-
butions on voting is weak (see Chappell, 1980, 1981). I therefore do not include
campaign contributions as a determinant of voting in this study.

2. For example 20% of all representatives filing reports held interests in oil, gas,
and electric and light companies in 1978, a year in which crucial energy legislation
was considered.

3. A detailed discussion of the procedure for approximating the value of asset
holdings and lists of data sources and variable definitions are available from the
author upon request.

4. See Nerlove and Press (1973) for a discussion of the limitations of ordinary least
squares and a discussion of the logit model.
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