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This paper

Does money influence political discourse and ideology?

Impact of corporate donations on campaign communication.
I Data: campaign manifestos issued by candidates before the French

legislative elections.
I Methodology: computational text analysis
I Identification: national ban on corporate donations.

Donations from small and local donors encourage candidates to
advertise their local presence in their campaign communication.

I Some moderation effect on non-mainstream candidates.
I And shifts in policy topics.

→ Electoral effect: donors affect politicians’ perceptions of voters’
preferences and issues of interest.
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Institutional context

Campaign finance reforms in France.
I Introduction of public funding and regulation of private contributions in

1988.
I Unanticipated ban on donations from legal entities in 1995.

Legislative elections in 1993 and 1997.
I In each of the 577 districts, multiple candidates compete for one seat

in the Parliament’s lower house.
I 33% of the 5,141 candidates received corporate donations in 1993,

accounting for 37% of their total revenue. Determinants of donations By party

Shock on revenue

Candidates issue their own campaign manifesto, which is mailed by
the state to all registered voters a few days before the election.
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Example of a candidate manifesto
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Data

Campaign manifestos issued by more than 10,000 candidates.
I 1993: Cevipof and Le Pennec (2020)
I 1997: we collect and digitize paper manifestos from the National

Archives

Detailed information on corporate donations.
I Digitized data from CNCCFP and from Bekkouche and Cagé (2018).

Example

I 14,484 donations of 2,000 euros on average (cap at ∼10,000 euros).
I 10,470 unique donors.

F 84% are small donors who make a single donation.
F 70% of multiple donors give to candidates across the political

spectrum: mostly non-partisan donors.

Table Largest donors Sectors
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J. Cagé, C. Le Pennec and E. Mougin Money and Ideology February 11, 2021 5 / 22



Outcomes

In parliamentary elections, candidates run for a national mandate but
compete at the local level

I Tension between following the party line and persuading voters who do
not support the party platform (Le Pennec 2020).

What candidates can do during their campaign:
I Campaign on national policies and/or advertise their ability to address

local issues.
I Run a more or less partisan, polarized campaign.
I Focus on some policy topics more than others.
I Use a template common to all party candidates or issue an original

message - proxy for campaign quality.
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Text as Data

We use computational text analysis to construct measures of:

1 Local anchoring.

2 Partisan leaning from left to right.

3 Prevalence of different policy topics.

4 Overall manifesto originality - relative to other manifestos from same
party.
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Local anchoring

Index for the prevalence of local references over national politics.

Share of local references (department and municipalities) in
document.

Share of national references (parties, politicians, landmarks).

Local index: local share / national share
I Defined as ln ((1 + Local)/(1 + National))
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Density of local index by party in 1993
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Partisan score on left-right scale

Supervised scaling approach based on known party affiliations.

Multinomial inverse regression (Taddy 2013, 2017; Gentzkow et al.
2019).

I Text pre-processing: remove stop words, lemmatization, vocabulary
restricted to words used by at least 0.5% and at most 50% of
documents: ∼ 4,000 words.

I Multinomial regression of word choice on a dummy for being affiliated
with a right-wing party vs. a left-wing party.

I Estimation with gamma-lasso penalization.
I SR projection: average word loadings per document to obtain a

manifesto-level left-right score.

More details
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Left-right words

Left Right
dividend terrorist

antidemocratic murderer

poverty criminal

disarmament foreigner

benefits europe

thatcher taxation

emancipation persecution

victory independence

law identity

xenophobia utopia
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Density of left-right score by party in 1993
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Prevalence of policy topics

17 topics based on Ministry titles (e.g. economy, environment,
homeland security...) or 4 big topics.

Using written questions to gov’t to identify which words are most
associated with each topic (MNIR framework).

Project each document onto latent topic dimensions, based on the
words it contains.

Estimate the probability of using a given topic over the others.
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Prevalence of policy topics in manifestos

Mean sd

Topic
Agriculture 2.36 6.10
Construction and amenities 3.89 6.71
Culture 1.72 2.54
Military and defense 3.47 6.13
Economy 5.01 7.68
Education 5.29 8.72
Employment 14.31 15.74
Environment 4.17 13.23
European policy 0.57 1.61
Foreign policy 8.11 9.86
Health 3.75 4.16
Industry 1.75 2.78
Homeland security 28.48 24.49
Justice 0.32 1.47
Retail and small businesses 0.20 0.79
Public administration 0.16 0.37
Sport and entertainment 0.26 0.94
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Density of homeland security prevalence by party in 1993
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Originality index

Latent Semantic Indexing (Bertrand et al. 2018).

Single-value decomposition of Tf-Idf document-term matrix.

Cosine similarity between document-level dense vectors (200
dimensions).

Originality index: mean pairwise (negative) similarity between a
manifesto and each other manifesto from the same party.
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Density of originality index by party in 1993
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Difference-in-differences

We use the post-ban election to control for the endogenous allocation
of corporate donations across candidates:

Yit = αi + ηpt + βDonationsit + W ′
itλ+ uit

I αi is a candidate fixed effect.
I ηpt is a party×year fixed effect.
I Donationsit is standardized corporate donations per voter (always 0 in

1997).
I W ′

it is a vector of time-varying candidate controls.
I St. err. clustered by district.

Identification assumption: trends in campaign communication within
party are independent from corporate donations received in 1993.

Determinants of donations Pre-trends
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Impact on campaign communication

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

Left-right
score Extremeness

Originality
index

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Corporate donations 0.161∗∗∗ 0.249∗∗∗ -0.132∗∗∗ -0.001 -0.005 0.033∗∗

(0.030) (0.054) (0.050) (0.005) (0.004) (0.014)

Observations 2620 2620 2620 2620 2620 2088
Mean outcome after ban -0.661 1.197 2.662 -0.017 0.741 -2.154
R2-Within 0.029 0.023 0.008 0.004 0.008 0.008

A one-standard-deviation increase in corporate donations increases
the local index in a candidate manifesto by 16%.

Effect higher for candidates who hold other mandates → experienced
politicians with better connections and local network. By candidate type

Effect driven by small, local (single-district) and non-ideological
donors. By donor type By sector

Sample selection Robustness checks Substitution effects
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Additional results

No significant impact on partisan leaning on average.

Impact on prevalence of different policy topics:
I Increased prevalence of economic topics (e.g. energy, construction and

amenities, etc).
I Reduced prevalence of topics less relevant to firms (e.g. foreign and

social policy). Table

Larger effects for niche parties and independent candidates. Table

I Suggestive evidence of a moderation effect on Far-right and Green
candidates.
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Possible mechanisms

1 Resource effect: corporate donations allow candidates to run better
and more targeted campaigns.

I Not consistent with heterogeneous effects across donors.
I Limited impact on overall manifesto quality - as measured by its

originality.

2 Quid-pro-quo effect: politicians ”pay back” their donors and adapt
their political agenda to their interests.

I Increase in local anchoring if candidate receives money from small/local
donors + the environment/energy sector.

I But no clear effect once elected → low evidence that donations result
in particularized benefits. Table

3 Electoral effect: change in the perception of their constituents’
interests due to fundraising activities and contact with corporate
donors.

I Possibly cheap talk without later commitment.
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Conclusion

Summary of results

Evidence that corporate donations influence campaign
communication.

I Encourage local advertising.
I Push candidates to favor some policy topics over others.

Donor identity matters: effects driven by small and local donors.

Larger effects on non-mainstream parties.
I Less precise prior belief about voters’ preferences.
I More malleable discourse.

Next steps?

Further investigation of the ”quality” of manifestos, beyond
computational text analysis.

I Idea: survey asking people to assess manifestos along a set of criteria:
photo, motto, readibility, ...
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Thank you!

Email: caroline.le-pennec@hec.ca
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Manifesto from Green candidate with corporate donations

Back
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Manifesto from Green candidate without corporate
donation

Back
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Manifesto from far-right candidate with corporate
donations

Back
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Manifesto from far-right candidate without corporate
donations

Back
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Who receives donations?

33% of candidates receive corporate donations.
I On average, 9 donations for a total of 24,406 euros (37% of total

revenue).

Female

Re-run

Incumbent

Mayor

Other mandate

Far-right

Right

Socialist

Communist

Green

Candidate

Party

-.1 0 .1 .2 .3 .4
 Corporate Donations (euro/voter)

Back to data Back to DiD
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Revenues and corporate donations across parties
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Revenues before and after the ban
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Donations to Augustin Bonrepaux

Back
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Corporate donations in 1993

Mean sd Min Max N

A. Candidates
Corp. Donations > 0 0.33 0.47 0 1 5,141
# Corp. Donations 2.85 6.86 0 63 5,082
Corp. Donations in cst euros 8,083 20,747.00 0 330,208 5,136
Corp. Donation (euro/voter) 0.12 0 0 6 5,141
B. Donors
# Corp. Donations 1.38 2.26 1 96 10,470
Total Donations 2,857 10,277 6 401,368 10,470
Small donor 0.84 0.37 0 1 10,470
Multiple donor 0.16 0.37 0 1 10,470
Single-district donor 0.03 0.16 0 1 10,470
Multi-district donor 0.13 0.34 0 1 10,470
Left-wing parties donor 0.10 0.30 0 1 1,658
Right-wing parties donor 0.28 0.45 0 1 1,658
Non-partisan donor 0.70 0.46 0 1 1,658
C. Donations
Donation Value 2,061 2,561 6 9,842 14,483
Donation Value from small donors 1,469 2,175 6 9,842 8,811
Donation Value from multiple donors 2,981 2,831 10 9,842 5,672

Back
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Largest corporate donors

Corporate Donor Total donations # Donations

COLAS 401,367 96
BOUYGUES 314,952 47
SOGEA 312,590 82
SPIE 304,126 59
SAUR 258,851 62
SCREG 244,875 60
SOCIETE DES EAUX 225,781 53
DUMEZ 168,302 35
CAMPENON BERNARD 165,350 38
OMNIUM 163,184 38
VIA TRANSPORT 139,760 31
GTM TP 120,075 23
SAE 119,091 21
SODEXHO 116,926 21
BEUGNET 113,776 31
ESSYS MONTENAY 106,296 25
STREICHENBERGER 101,965 26
JEAN LEFEBVRE 92,763 41
SUPAE 90,548 14
MONOPRIX 87,989 18

Back
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Corporate donors by sectors
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MNIR framework

cwj ∼ MN(qwj ,mj) is the frequency of word w in document j

We estimate the following model:

qwj =
exp(αw + φwDj)∑W
k=1 exp(αk + φkDj)

Dj is an indicator variable equal to one if j is issued by a right-wing
candidate as opposed to a left-wing one.

φw is a word loading that measures sensitivity to party affiliation.

Gamma-lasso penalization to shrinks large and noisy loadings.

Sufficient-reduction projection:

Zj =
W∑

w=1

φw ·
cwj
mj

Back
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No correlation with party×department pre-trends

Female
Re-run

Incumbent
Mayor

Other mandate
Communist

Right

1981-1988
1978-1981
1973-1978
1968-1973
1967-1968

Candidate and Party

Pre-trends Local Index

-.2 -.1 0 .1 .2 .3
Corporate donations (euro/voter)
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Sample selection

Mean included N included Mean excluded N excluded Diff p-value

Female 0.13 1,425 0.22 3,716 -0.08 0.00
Re-run 0.41 1,425 0.15 3,716 0.26 0.00
Incumbent 0.19 1,425 0.04 3,716 0.15 0.00
Mayor 0.07 1,425 0.02 3,716 0.05 0.00
Other mandates 0.04 1,425 0.02 3,716 0.02 0.00
Revenues (euro/voter) 0.55 1,423 0.27 3,711 0.28 0.00
Corp.Don. (euro/voter) 0.22 1,424 0.08 3,712 0.14 0.00
Indiv.Don. (euro/voter) 0.06 1,415 0.03 3,700 0.03 0.00
Personnal.contrib. (euro/voter) 0.09 1,420 0.07 3,691 0.02 0.00
Party.contrib (euro/voter) 0.15 1,419 0.07 3,692 0.07 0.00

Back
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Impact on sample selection

Re-runner
Manifesto
available

(1) (2)

Corporate donations 0.035∗∗∗ -0.001
(0.010) (0.005)

Observations 11362 2848
Mean outcome after ban 0.199 0.929
R2-Within 0.003 0.012
District FE X
Candidate FE X
Controls X

Back
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Robust impact on local index

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Corp.Don. 0.161∗∗∗ 0.269∗∗∗ 0.164∗∗∗ 0.161∗∗∗ 0.129∗∗∗ 0.091∗∗∗

(0.033) (0.055) (0.040) (0.030) (0.029) (0.022)

Log Corp.Don. 0.182∗∗∗

(0.031)

Receiving any Corp.Don. 0.246∗∗∗

(0.079)

Number of Corp.Don. 0.022∗∗∗

(0.005)

Corp.Don.2 -0.020∗∗∗

(0.008)

Share Corp.Don./Revenue 0.008∗∗∗

(0.002)

Observations 2620 2620 2620 2602 2620 2620 2620 2620 5491 2500
Mean outcome after ban -0.661 -0.661 -0.661 -0.658 -0.661 -0.661 -0.661 -0.661 -0.729 -0.661
R2-Within 0.029 0.032 0.014 0.028 0.032 0.036 0.033 0.056 0.012 0.027
Candidate FE X X X X X X X X X X
Party*Year FE X X X X X X X X X X
District*Year FE X
Main controls X X X X X X X X X
District controls X
Controls*Year FE X
Larger clusters X

Back
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Impact by candidate type

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

(1) (2) (3)

Corporate donations 0.183∗∗∗ 0.338∗∗∗ -0.113
(0.057) (0.110) (0.087)

Corp.Don.*Female -0.063 -0.028 0.134
(0.088) (0.144) (0.164)

Corp.Don.*Re-run -0.155 -0.270 0.141
(0.095) (0.182) (0.143)

Corp.Don.*Incumbent 0.110 0.097 -0.183
(0.083) (0.149) (0.140)

Corp.Don.*Mayor 0.085 0.150 -0.063
(0.060) (0.106) (0.105)

Corp.Don.*Other mandates 0.129∗ 0.232∗∗ -0.063
(0.077) (0.116) (0.193)

Observations 2620 2620 2620
Mean outcome after ban -0.661 1.197 2.662
R2-Within 0.036 0.030 0.010

Back
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Impact on local index by donor type

Local index

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

Corporate donations 0.192∗∗∗

(0.034)

Individual donations 0.008
(0.032)

Personnal contributions 0.036
(0.022)

Party contributions 0.056
(0.036)

Donations from small donors 0.082∗∗ 0.079∗∗ 0.084∗∗

(0.038) (0.037) (0.038)

Donations from multiple donors 0.051∗

(0.030)

Multiple donors: multi-districts 0.039
(0.030)

Multiple donors: single-district 0.076∗∗

(0.035)

Multiple donors: left-only -0.019
(0.036)

Multiple donors: right-only -0.002
(0.032)

Multiple donors: non-partisan 0.062∗∗

(0.028)

Observations 2522 2602 2602 2602
Mean outcome after ban -0.666 -0.658 -0.658 -0.658
R2-Within 0.033 0.022 0.026 0.023

Back
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Impact on local index by donor sector

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

(1) (2) (3)

Corp.Don from: other sectors 0.006 0.061 0.044
(0.029) (0.054) (0.041)

Corp.Don from: construction 0.006 -0.007 -0.014
(0.029) (0.054) (0.052)

Corp.Don from: economy -0.001 0.022 0.020
(0.033) (0.058) (0.048)

Corp.Don from: environment 0.051∗ 0.103∗∗ -0.024
(0.030) (0.050) (0.052)

Corp.Don from: industry 0.008 0.007 -0.020
(0.030) (0.053) (0.051)

Corp.Don from: retail -0.013 0.056 0.094∗∗

(0.031) (0.058) (0.046)

Corp.Don from: unknown 0.103∗∗ 0.134 -0.117∗

(0.045) (0.085) (0.061)

Observations 2602 2602 2602
Mean outcome -0.658 1.199 2.658
R2-Within 0.027 0.029 0.011
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Substitution effects

Total
revenue

(1)

Corp.Don. (euro/voter) 0.736∗∗∗

(0.026)

Observations 2776
Mean outcome after ban 0.438
R2-Within 0.602
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Impact on policy topics

Homeland and
administration

Foreign
policy Economy Social

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

Corporate donations 0.458 -0.279∗∗ 1.547∗∗∗ -1.034∗

(0.511) (0.115) (0.525) (0.547)

Observations 2620 2620 2620 2620
Mean outcome after ban 15.188 3.006 28.723 34.849
R2-Within 0.005 0.004 0.014 0.006
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Impact on narrow policy topics

Homeland security
Construction and amenities

Economy
Environment

Education
Agriculture

Culture
Public administration

Retail and small business
European policy

Health
Sport and entertainment

Justice
Industry

Military and defense
Foreign policy

Employment

-2 -1 0 1 2
Predicted probability (percentage points)
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Heterogeneity by party

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

Left-right
score Extremeness

Originality
index

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Communist*Corp.Don. 0.212∗∗∗ 0.311∗∗ -0.232∗∗∗ -0.012 0.009 0.037
(0.064) (0.158) (0.061) (0.015) (0.015) (0.042)

Green*Corp.Don. 3.479∗∗∗ 0.829∗∗∗ -7.174∗∗∗ 0.628∗∗∗ -0.620∗∗∗ 0.013
(0.388) (0.303) (0.896) (0.112) (0.127) (0.229)

Socialist*Corp.Don. 0.169∗∗∗ 0.227∗∗ -0.178∗∗ 0.004 0.000 0.009
(0.050) (0.091) (0.077) (0.009) (0.008) (0.026)

Right*Corp.Don. 0.132∗∗∗ 0.212∗∗∗ -0.089 -0.002 -0.005 0.044∗∗∗

(0.039) (0.064) (0.077) (0.007) (0.006) (0.015)

Far-right*Corp.Don. 0.476 1.286∗∗∗ 0.148 -0.511 -0.531 0.296
(0.647) (0.310) (1.508) (0.488) (0.487) (0.990)

Other*Corp.Don. -0.759 -1.002 0.421∗ 0.028 -0.120
(1.079) (2.628) (0.222) (0.048) (0.098)

Independent*Corp.Don. 0.343∗∗ 0.656∗∗∗ -0.171 0.007 -0.038∗∗

(0.138) (0.176) (0.285) (0.022) (0.018)

Observations 2620 2620 2620 2620 2620 2088
Mean outcome -0.629 1.285 2.743 -0.023 0.805 -2.206
R2-Within 0.034 0.028 0.011 0.007 0.013 0.009
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Impact on policy topics by party type

Homeland and
administration

Foreign
policy Economy Social

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

Mainstream*Corp.Don. 0.666 -0.278∗∗ 1.083∗∗ -0.798
(0.516) (0.117) (0.530) (0.567)

Niche*Corp.Don. -9.455 -1.597∗ 39.839∗∗∗ -12.690∗∗

(12.150) (0.878) (8.655) (5.957)

Independent*Corp.Don. -2.333 -0.240 6.994∗∗∗ -4.178
(2.394) (0.842) (2.079) (2.778)

Observations 2620 2620 2620 2620
Mean outcome after ban 15.188 3.006 28.723 34.849
R2-Within 0.008 0.004 0.033 0.009
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Impact on written questions to the government

Number
of questions

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

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

Corporate donations -4.305 0.085∗ -0.017∗ -0.053∗∗

(6.392) (0.046) (0.010) (0.023)

Observations 420 420 420 420
Mean outcome 134.524 -0.780 0.189 0.599
R2-Within 0.027 0.046 0.062 0.044

Homeland and
administration

Foreign
policy Economy Social

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

Corporate donations -1.065 -0.018 0.769 0.281
(0.862) (0.012) (0.916) (1.006)

Observations 420 420 420 420
Mean outcome 9.417 0.166 38.823 47.037
R2-Within 0.046 0.017 0.056 0.048
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Impact on low visibility debate interventions

Number
of interventions

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

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

Corporate donations 0.413 0.091 -0.043 -0.303
(0.626) (0.088) (0.032) (0.246)

Observations 224 216 216 216
Mean outcome 6.576 -1.333 0.253 3.097
R2-Within 0.088 0.034 0.053 0.032

Homeland and
administration

Foreign
policy Economy Social

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

Corporate donations -0.202 -0.215 -0.344 1.319
(1.404) (0.325) (1.281) (1.768)

Observations 210 210 210 210
Mean outcome 17.433 0.767 49.502 26.491
R2-Within 0.007 0.007 0.027 0.039
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Impact on high visibility debate interventions

Number
of interventions

Local
index

Share of
local references

Share of
national references

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

Corporate donations 2.070 -0.108 -0.017 0.308
(3.110) (0.075) (0.025) (0.248)

Observations 334 326 326 326
Mean outcome 37.883 -1.428 0.225 3.771
R2-Within 0.051 0.046 0.004 0.044

Homeland and
administration

Foreign
policy Economy Social

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

Corporate donations -0.749 -0.124 0.144 0.684
(0.704) (0.110) (1.531) (1.117)

Observations 316 316 316 316
Mean outcome 9.167 0.516 64.152 22.794
R2-Within 0.044 0.010 0.040 0.022
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