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Preface & Acknowledgements

I have worked on this article-based dissertation throughout the past four years, where I

have been enrolled in the political science PhD Program at the University of Copenhagen.

It seeks to answer the following research question:

Does the prospect of a lucrative career in the private sector change the behavior

of U.S. legislators?

It consists of a project frame and four research articles. Three of the articles are full

length, the final one is a short article. The project frame sums up the evidence presented

in the dissertation, draws some broader theoretical perspectives, and hightlights potential

implications for real-world policy.

While the four research articles speak to a common theoretical framework, they are

self-contained, and can be read out without reading the project frame. Whereas the first

two articles draw on data from the US Senate, the final two include data from the House

of Representatives as well. The following four articles are located in chapters 6 through

9:

1. The Lure of the Private Sector: Private Sector Career Prospects Affect the Selection

out of the Senate.

2. Voting for a Career: The Revolving Door Moderates the Senate.

3. The Revolving Door and Regulatory Enforcement: Firm-Level Evidence from Tax

Rates and Tax Audits.

4. Do Political Connections Affect the Financial Performance of Firms? Firm-Level

Evidence from the Congressional Revolving Door.

I have learned a lot during the process of writing this dissertations. I believe (and hope)

that this has made me better academic. Perhaps more importantly, however, I believe

that I have learned something about people – and how selfless and helpful they can be. I

will limit the acknowledgements in this dissertation to the people who have commented

on my research – I will thank all of the other amazing people, who should be thanked, in

person.

I am extremely grateful for the discussions that I have had with my main advisor,

Jacob Hariri. Jacob pursues big and important questions – he does so with extreme rigor

and attention to detail. Throughout my time as a PhD candidate, he has pushed me to
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do so as well. This has had a formative impact on my dissertation, made me a better

academic, and a more reflective human being. Additionally, Jacob was the main catalyst

for my interest in political economics – and research more broadly. As an undergraduate,

who at times regretted not having pursued a degree in economics, I took Jacob’s course

Democracy and International Development. This was the best and most inspiring course

I have followed throughout my time as a student, and it sparked my initial interest in

research. Importantly, I believe that I am the third PhD Candidate to mention Jacob

and this particular course in the acknowledgements.

Sandy Gordon has been a great inspiration throughout my dissertation work. I first

reached out to Sandy to arrange a research stay at NYU. Everyone who has ever visited

another department as a graduate student will know that it is very difficult to become a

part of the research environment. It can be particularly hard to get a chance to interact

with senior faculty, who have a lot on their plate, and face far stronger incentives to work

with their own PhD students than with visitors. Therefore, I was amazed by the time

and energy Sandy devoted to reading and commenting on my work during my stay – and

by the resources he has devoted to me after I left NYU. I think it is safe to say, that

of all the people who have commented on the papers in my dissertation, Sandy has left

the most visible mark. His consistently thorough reading and rigorous comments have

improved the quality of my work immeasurably.

During my dissertation work, I have been fortunate enough to work with some gener-

ous and remarkable academics. My mornings always start out with a coffee with Anders

Woller, who has been my academic brother-in-arms since we started our undergraduate

studies together. Our early-morning discussions have sparked numerous (unfinished but

amazing) research projects. During the most stressful periods, they have provided an

indispensibly calm start of the day, and a valve through which to vent our frustrations

with life in academia. I started PhD school with Wiebke Marie Junk. I greatly value the

discussions we have had about interest groups and statistics – and am over-joyed that we

have finally gotten to co-author a piece together. Her work ethic and consistent record

of amazing research is something we should all strive for. I have had thought-provoking

discussions on everything from research design over social constructivism and rational-

ity to The Gladiator and Dire Straits with my office-mates Malte Dahl Jacobsen and

Jonas Krog Lind.1 They have made life as a PhD Candidate pretty amazing. I have

also benefitted immensely from discussions with Jens van der Ploeg – had he remained

at the department, he might as well have written my entire dissertation for me. Lasse

Aaskoven and Martin Vinæs Larsen have been my friends since high school and my col-

1Jones hates Dire Straits ... what’s up with that!?
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leagues through most of my time as a PhD Candidate. As a teenager, Martin let me copy

his physics assignments – today he is a co-author, has provided the crucial framing for

two papers in the dissertation, and vital comments for the rest. The idea for an entire

paper in the dissertation grew out of a discussion with Lasse, whose insightful comments

have given me a way forward more times than I can count.

Many people are able to identify the weaknesses in a project – Bertel Teilfeldt Hansen,

Frederik Hjorth, and Asmus Leth Olsen, however, all have the remarkable ability to

identify workable ways to deal with these weaknesses and move a project forward. They

have applied this skill numerous times to my work – some of the most central elements

of my dissertation would not have been there without their insights. Needless to say, I

am grateful to both of them. Peter Dinesen is a cornerstone of the academic environment

at the department – as his DJ set is the foundation of the Christmas party. The way

Anne Rasmussen consistently works at pushing the frontier of her research field has been

a huge inspiration. David Dreyer Lassen has commented on all my research and advised

me on all aspects of the academic community. The best way to describe David is to say

that he is a renaissance man – the breadth of his knowledge and the thoughtfulness of his

comments is astonishing. I sincerely do not think there is a topic David does not know

about, and he has been extremely generous to me with his limited time.

I have had the pleasure of writing my dissertation under two PhD program chairs

– Christian Rostbøll and Lene Holm Pedersen – and I owe them both a huge debt of

gratitude. Christian consistently amazed me with the depth of his knowledge and the

insightfulness of his comments. Lene has a breathtaking ability to energize any research

environment.

Sandy Gordon is not the only academic at a different university who has gone to

great lengths to offer insight and advise on my dissertation. Anne Binderkrantz, Jens

Olav Dahlgaard, Alexander Fouirnaies, David Szakonyi, Susan Yackee, and Hye Young

You have all commented several times on papers in my dissertation, and have met with me

to discuss my work in detail. Luigi Zingales has set aside hours and hours to brainstorm

wild research ideas and to discuss the broader ramifications of the revolving door with me.

The Stigler Center (which Luigi directs) has provided generous funding through the Stigler

Dissertation Award, and two amazing fellowship opportunities at Chicago Booth. Closer

to home, I owe a great deal to Mads Dagnis Jensen and Mogens Justesen at CBS. Since I

visited CBS for a semester, Mogens has acted as a ‘shadow’ advisor on my dissertation.

He has been an important catalyst for my own work, and through our co-authorship, I

have learned indispensible lessons about academic work. Mads is a main reason why I

decided to apply for a position in the PhD program. Without his early encouragement, I



probably would not have realized that pursuing an academic career was a possibility.

The department’s PhD seminars have been one of my most valuable sources of input,

and they would not happen without Lise Sonnichsen. More broadly, nothing would happen

in the PhD program without Lise, and we all owe her a huge debt of gratitude. Henrik

Harboe Wissum is probably the most patient person that I have met, and the hours he

has spent helping me deal with RejsUd has saved me a lifetime. I would have lost several

months of salary due to my faulty RejsUd reports without Henrik’s help.

Finally, I want to thank my wife, Karen. I believe that a dissertation should be

dedicated to the person who has done the most to make it possible – and so I have

dedicated mine to her. Without her as my companion, I would probably have gone crazy
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Summary

The movement of public officials into the private sector is a pervasive feature of modern

politics. This so-called revolving door between business and politics is a consistent cause

for concern among academics and pundits alike. Many fear that the potential for lucra-

tive post-elective employment can make legislators give rewards to their future employers.

Alternatively, the companies that hire former legislators might be able to use their connec-

tions to sway public policy. Based on these fears, calls for tighter regulation of the careers

of former public servants are renewed almost every time a high-profile policy-maker spins

through the revolving door. However, there is little research on what employers gain from

hiring former legislators, and whether lucrative career prospects affect the behavior of

politicians while they are in office.

In this dissertation, I examine why legislators come to desire private sector employ-

ment, how this desire shapes their legislative behavior, and what employers gain from

hiring them. In the dissertation’s frame (chapters 1 through 5), I provide a theory of how

the career incentives inherent in revolving door politics can shape legislative behavior.

When legislators decide to leave office, they become unaccountable to voters. However,

not all former legislators are in equally high demand on the post-elective labor market.

Therefore, soon-to-be revolvers—free from re-election concerns—will tend to behave in a

manner that increases their labor market value. Throughout four research articles, I test

the central claims of this theory. While the first two papers rely on data from the US

Senate, the final two also include data on post-elective career trajectories in the House of

Representatives.

In Paper 1, The Lure of the Private Sector, I show that private sector career prospects,

indeed, do induce legislators to leave office. I show that when former US senators—who

now work as lobbyists—become more successful in their careers, currently serving senators

with similar characteristics are more likely to leave office for private sector employment.

Because the ‘lure of the private sector’ has the strongest effect on senators with the lowest

legislative productivity, the revolving door can have important selection effects.

In Paper 2, Voting for a Career, I start by presenting a new stylized fact: US senators

become vastly more moderate before they voluntarily leave office through the revolving

door. I leverage some of the dissertation’s central claims to make sense of this pattern.

I show that before leaving office, revolvers exert more effort, vote in closer alignment

with the preferences of special interest groups, and sponsor bills that would benefit their

future employers were they to pass. This suggests that the career incentives induced by

the revolving door has broad effects on legislative behavior.




