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ABSTRACT  

 

Well-resourced interest groups often have the upper hand in legislative processes. They have 

capacity to invest in professional lobbying, building personal relationships with and providing 

sophisticated information to policymakers. Yet interest groups without the capacity to intensively 

lobby can try to influence policy in other ways, for example by giving occasional testimony or 

submitting position letters. We argue that legislators have incentives to pay attention to this 

political activity. Communication from smaller, less prominent players provides constituency 

perspectives that may not otherwise be available to legislators, and may be especially 

informative when done in conjunction with other groups. We leverage a unique opportunity to 

observe both professional lobbying and position letters on bills introduced in the California state 

legislature, and focus our analysis on bills that respond to the impacts of climate change—an 

issue mobilizing a huge range of organized interests and posing great risks to contemporary 

society. We develop an index of interest group diversity and show that letters of support from 

smaller, less politically active groups increase the likelihood a bill passes committee when 

writers differ in their organizational profiles. Our findings show that organized interests with 

fewer resources can influence policy. 
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I. Introduction 

It is no secret that organized interests that can afford to hire lobbyists and lobby extensively often 

have the upper hand in policymaking. These groups routinely interact with policymakers and 

their staff, occupy seats on government task forces, attend legislative proceedings, and provide 

sophisticated expertise as well as legal language for draft policies (Weiler and Brändli 2015; Dür 

and Mateo 2013; Kollman 1998; Austen-Smith 1993). Wealthy, older, and well-connected 

interest groups like large corporations and trade associations are particularly influential in policy 

processes (Gilens and Page 2014; Drutman 2015; Schattschneider 1960). Time and again, these 

trends have raised concerns about the overweening influence of a few, unrepresentative (usually 

business) special interests in Congressional and state-level policymaking. 

However, the proliferation of activity in the “Third House” is not limited to those interest 

groups with deep pockets (Rosenthal 2000; Michael and Walters 2001). Organizations without 

the financial or relational resources to hire professional lobbyists, including smaller players like 

neighborhood associations, rural governments, and small businesses or citizen groups, attempt to 

influence policy as well. They can turn to indirect tactics—grassroots campaigns, protest, and 

media—to increase and shape public attention to an issue (Beyers 2004; Kollman 1998; Nicoll 

Victor 2007). They can also advocate directly, but less intensively. Recent large-scale data 

efforts confirm that across state legislatures, organizations without professional lobbyists 

advocate occasionally, through means such as testimony during committee hearings (Hall et al. 

2024). Yet few studies have quantified the advocacy efforts of these rarer participants at scale, or 

examined the influence of their advocacy on bill success relative to intensive or sustained 

lobbying.  

We argue that organizations that occasionally participate in legislative deliberations can 

influence bill advancement. Legislators have incentives to pay attention to these groups because 

they provide constituency viewpoints that may differ from core lobbyists, including local 

perspectives (Cluverius 2021; Grossmann 2012b). Without such political information, 

lawmakers will imperfectly evaluate the consequences (both policy and political) of taking 

various courses of action. We expect letters from these rarer advocates to be effective when they 

represent diverse interests, for example a business, citizen group, and local government. 

Diversity signals a proposal has widespread support and is likely to survive the legislative 

process (Bishin 2009; Phinney 2017; Lorenz 2020). 

We take advantage of how the California legislature documents political activity to 

consider evidence for our argument. The 1974 California Political Reform Act (CPRA) requires 

organizations that employ at least one lobbyist or spend $5,000 in a calendar quarter on direct or 

grassroots lobbying to register with the Secretary of State and disclose their activity on specific 

legislation quarterly. Organizations that spend less but make occasional contact with the 

policymakers do not need to disclose their advocacy activity. However, their advocacy can be 

observed in position letters they send to committees during bill deliberations. (To distinguish 

between these two modes of contact with lawmakers, we hereafter refer to the former activity as 

“lobbying” or “intensive lobbying”, and the latter activity as “advocacy” or “letter writing”.) 

After web scraping advocacy activity, we categorize observed groups into organizational types 

and use regression analysis to estimate the effects of lobbying and letter writing on bill 

advancement through stages of the legislative process. To measure the impact and effectiveness 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/cwaN+SLDE+I9Un+YOHl
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/cwaN+SLDE+I9Un+YOHl
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/xrtG+sywh+lfuZ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/xrtG+sywh+lfuZ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/xrtG+sywh+lfuZ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/Zshq+QqDB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/dzVJ+I9Un+j4Rl
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/dzVJ+I9Un+j4Rl
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/MrzB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/MrzB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/n4dH+q66a
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/EilQ+HNz6o+uaHCG
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of advocacy, we construct a diversity index that captures the effective number of organization 

types that wrote letters in support or opposition, weighted by the total number of letters received. 

Our analysis concerns 1,583 bills in the California State Assembly. We focus on bills that 

address sectors impacted by climate change, introduced 2001-2020. California has been 

significantly affected by climate change, enduring severe drought and wildfires and contending 

with sea level rise. Climate change has been the source of intense interest group activity from 

many types of actors (Hall et al. 2024; Brulle 2018). Environmental groups are leading 

participants, but fossil fuel intensive industries, electric utilities, and other economic actors have 

successfully thwarted policy change at state and Congressional levels (Downie 2017; Meng and 

Rode 2019; Stokes 2020). This adversarial policy issue provides an ideal opportunity to examine 

the influence of differently resourced organized interests in the legislative process.  

We find that while 2,500 organizations lobby these bills, more than 8,000 groups write 

letters. We further show that the distribution of the organizations engaged in intensive lobbying 

versus letter writing differs; letters come most frequently from citizen groups whereas trade 

associations and utilities lead in lobbying. Despite the more diffuse participation of organized 

interests in letter writing, we find that these tactics can be effective: Greater diversity among 

letter writers increases the likelihood that a bill makes it through the Assembly committee 

process, controlling for lobbying as well as conditions likely to spur bill passage. Our findings 

suggest the universe of interest groups shaping policy is more representative and less top-down 

than classical studies convey, contributing to the seminal debate on the extent to which interest 

group pluralism debilitates or strengthens the link between government and citizens. It also 

illuminates the process by which the status quo is reshaped in response to immense societal risks. 

II. Intensive lobbying by well-resourced groups dominates legislative decisionmaking 

Businesses, trade groups, unions, professional associations, citizen groups, local 

governments, and many other types of organizations attempt to influence legislative decisions. 

Policymakers rely on organized interests to understand the preferences of key constituencies 

(Grossmann 2012a), resolving the costly exercise of gathering and processing copious amounts 

of information (Baumgartner and Jones 1993). Organized interests subsidize legislative offices 

with expertise and other types of information in efforts to keep an issue on (or off) the agenda, 

promote amendments to proposals, or secure distributive benefits (Kollman 1998; Baumgartner 

et al. 2009; Hall and Deardorff 2006). 

Organized interests that can use monetary resources to buy face-to-face contact with 

policymakers (i.e., lobby) have disproportionate influence in policy processes. By hiring 

lobbyists, these organizations can track and participate in multiple legislative deliberations, show 

up to meetings in capital cities, and build relationships with legislators over the long-term (Fagan 

and Furnas 2024; Drutman 2015). Although the scope of influence is context-dependent 

(Baumgartner and Leech 1998), lobbying shapes the likelihood that a proposal advances through 

the legislative process (Baumgartner et al. 2009; Lewis 2013; Grossmann and Pyle 2013; Grasse 

and Heidbreder 2011). In a comprehensive study of over 26,000 proposals across three states, 

(Butler and Miller 2022) show a bill is less likely to pass through committee when at least half 

the lobbyists oppose it, even in the presence of supporters. Similarly, McKay (2012) concludes 

that “it takes 3.5 lobbyists working for a new proposal to counteract the effect of just one 

lobbyist against it” (116). 

 Because lobbying is resource intensive, the views of affluent groups—who often favor 

the status quo—are overrepresented in policymaking venues. Seminal studies in American 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/MrzB+x4zD
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/QhhP+bhXq+lSFB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/QhhP+bhXq+lSFB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/efMv
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/Zucg7
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/I9Un+sjAu+54Tu
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/I9Un+sjAu+54Tu
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/XlnI+sywh
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/XlnI+sywh
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/fRvt
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/sjAu+A5Lc+HLvz+M1oU
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/sjAu+A5Lc+HLvz+M1oU
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/Tssen
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/dtdn
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politics argue (and demonstrate) that “upper class” interests meet their policy goals more often 

than those with fewer means (Schattschneider 1960, Walker 2002, Gilens and Page 2014). 

Business corporations and trade associations in particular donate to political campaigns and hire 

lobbyists to maintain close relationships with decisionmakers across branches of government; 

“corporate lobbying expenditures increasingly dwarf the countervailing forces” at a dollar ratio 

of 34:1 (Yackee and Yackee 2006; Baumgartner and Leech 2001; Drutman 2015). Ongoing 

relationships enable organizations to secure phone calls or meetings with policymakers when 

others cannot, develop information and communication strategies that are most effective for 

certain individuals, and make issues personal (Rosenthal 2001). Rosenthal (2001) quotes one oil 

lobbyist on the benefits of personal relationships, stating “They can't disassociate big oil from 

me, a person” (p. 16). 

Indeed, similar patterns prevail in climate and energy policy deliberations (Brulle 2018), 

the focus of our empirical work. Fossil fuel intensive industries (including chemical companies) 

and electric utilities have been successful in their efforts to stall, retrench, or weaken reform in 

these domains (Stokes 2020; Culhane et al. 2021; Hall et al. 2024). Electric utilities (especially 

investor-owned) have “unmatched influence” in climate policy debates because they provide 

essential services, have a large workforce, monopolize technical expertise, and hire many and the 

“right balance” of in-house and contract lobbyists (Basseches 2023; Culhane et al. 2021). 

Affluence confers the same benefits to other organized interests. Wealthy and large cities lobby 

state legislatures more than others, and experience greater returns when they do (Payson 2020). 

Similarly, well-funded advocacy organizations, like major environmental groups, can be lead 

lobbyists and influential in certain legislative debates (Hall et al. 2024, Grossman, 2012). 

Smaller entities and organizations with few resources to lobby or lobby intensively are 

comparatively disadvantaged. These include small businesses, rural governments, community 

groups, and non-profits that work on local or niche issues. Citizen groups designated as 501(c)(3) 

(“public charities”) may be particularly underrepresented in professional lobbying activity. They 

have comparatively limited financial resources, little dedicated staff time or skills to engage 

political activity, and may fear losing their tax status due to violating the “substantial part test” 

which loosely caps the resources these entities can use to try to influence legislation (Berry and 

Arons 2005; Chand 2013; Moseley et al. 2020). Disengagement from policy processes can be 

“self-reinforcing”, as the status, relevance, and connections of less politically active players 

wane (Buffardi et al. 2015).  

III. Why less intensive advocacy is also influential 

Disproportionate resources among interest groups raise questions about whether 

organizations without a permanent or dedicated lobbying staff or preexisting relationships with 

decisionmakers can influence legislative outcomes. Groups in this position may turn to indirect 

approaches—activities that raise awareness or change thinking on specific issues via education, 

strategic messaging, and “outside” tactics (like protests or rallies)—to influence lawmakers 

(Moseley et al 2020, Kollman 1998). The Sunrise Movement, a citizen group, is an exemplar of 

this strategy for climate policy. Yet public awareness campaigns, report writing, and media 

engagement are resource-intensive in their own right, and require specialized communication 

expertise that many organizations (e.g., town government or small organic farm) neither have nor 

need to fulfill their day-to-day activities. Buffardi et al (2017) show that less than five percent of 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/04k4+4HT3+sywh
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/lSFB+XB6z+MrzB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/eq1H+XB6z
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/iR0R
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/XQA7+3iYg+Fnab
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/XQA7+3iYg+Fnab
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/OaIT3
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US-based nonprofits held strikes or demonstrations. Moreover, most bills concern narrow or 

technical topics that would never gain broad public salience.  

Between top lobbyists and social movement organizations are thousands of groups that 

represent smaller entities or ordinary citizens that neither intensively lobby nor organize public 

campaigns. When proposed policies affect their interests, these groups can advocate directly. 

They can give public testimony during committee hearings, write position letters, contact their 

district representative, or attend (irregular) meetings with legislative members of relevant 

committees. While rates of advocacy across the nonprofit sector vary considerably, Moseley et 

al. (2020) draw on multiple studies to conclude that while many organizations do not put 

“substantial resources to advocacy activities, most are engaged at some level” (p. 337). Hall et 

al., (2024) corroborate this claim in their major undertaking to organize 13 million policy 

positions of interest groups across 17 state legislatures. In one of the first large-scale 

examinations of multiple advocacy tactics, they show that lobbying and testimony “feature 

markedly different distributions of records per bill and per interest group” (p. 331), with rare 

participants accounting for a much larger share of the testimony than lobbying data. 
We argue that less intensive advocacy by organized interests can affect bill advancement. 

Policymakers have incentives to consider the views of organizations that do not have 

professional lobbying outfits or close relationships with lawmakers. Legislators take seriously 

the efforts of ordinary citizens and leaders of local district groups to spend “hard earned money” 

and “precious time” expressing their views through nonform letters and related means (Kollman 

1998). Advocacy by smaller entities provide legislators with a more representative view of the 

universe of interests affected by a bill, particularly the perspectives of constituencies legislators 

know may not be held by core lobbyists and special interests. These organizations may possess 

local information that statewide groups do not have. They may also possess perspectives and 

expertise of groups with strong community ties or discursive legitimacy, i.e., a reputation to 

“speak on behalf of [a societally important] issue in the public sphere” (Knoke 1998; Heaney 

2014; Cluverius 2021; Purdy 2012). Large advocacy organizations representing social values like 

women’s or civil rights have been influential in legislative debates because they have such 

reputations (Berry 2010; Grossmann 2012b). Legislators may pay electoral costs when they 

disregard the political information these groups provide and miscalculate the costs and benefits 

of various courses of action. 

However, the degree to which legislators weigh this political information likely depends 

on the strength of the signal. Groups engaging the political process less frequently do not have 

equivalent reputations to large advocacy organizations. Thus, we hypothesize that advocacy by 

rarer participants influences bill advancement when done in concert with other groups (H1). 

Nonprofits believe coordination to be the most effective and efficient way to achieve policy 

change because it signals political legitimacy(Fyall and McGuire 2015). “Legislators love 

unlikely alliances” (personal communication, 2025), for example, a food nutrition citizen group 

may partner with a grocery association; an organic agriculture non-profit organization may ally 

with a conventional grower’s association. (Leroux and Goerdel 2009) show that nonprofits are 

more likely to advocate when they can get a registered lobbyist on board. Peak organizations 

may mobilize specific members affected by a proposal to make their signal credible, or urge 

other entities to advocate to communicate agreement from a broad constituency. Scholarship 

shows this strategy often works. Diversity among groups signals that demand for policy change 

is widespread, increases the relevance of a proposal to a greater number of lawmakers, and 

communicates a proposal is viable throughout the legislative process (Schattschneider 1960; 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/wrGv+o3Cf+n4dH+hohR
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/wrGv+o3Cf+n4dH+hohR
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/TQ97+q66a
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/N593
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/jR81
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/lfuZ+ZghR+i69o+EilQ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/lfuZ+ZghR+i69o+EilQ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/lfuZ+ZghR+i69o+EilQ
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Pralle 2006; Nelson and Yackee 2012; Bishin 2009). In a study of over 4,700 Congressional bills 

between 2005 and 2014, Lorenz (2020, p. 237) finds that “coalitions composed of organizations 

representing diverse industries, social causes, and other interests” are more important to 

determining a bill’s fate than “large [and] moneyed coalitions”. Phinney (2017) shows 

collaboration between “strange bedfellows”—nonprofits representing low-income populations 

and better-resourced partners—resulted in federal welfare reform in the late 1990s.  

Finally, we hypothesize that less intensive advocacy is most influential in committees, the 

first stage of the legislative process (H2). Lobbyists tend to be influential in committees (Hall 

and Wayman 1990; Powell and Grimmer 2016; Grossmann and Pyle 2013), where legislators 

weigh the viability of bills surviving chamber votes (Cox and McCubbins 2005). We assume the 

same logic applies to all advocacy tactics. 

IV. Empirical Case: California and Climate Change 

We examine how the advocacy of organized interests affects legislation addressing 

climate impacts in California. California is a compelling case to study these phenomena for 

several reasons. First, the climate issue offers an ideal opportunity to assess how different types 

of advocacy shape policy reform. Climate change can be a cross-cutting issue, affecting many 

types of interests, and mobilizing actors to participate in both insider and outsider advocacy 

tactics. Moreover, despite the predominance of business and utility interests in this policy 

domain, interest group behavior is dynamic. Interest groups and governments across have jointly 

advocated for policies like emissions trading schemes (Hall et al. 2024). The fossil fuel industry, 

renewable energy companies, and businesses may have common interests that lead to support of 

some climate policies (Grumbach 2015; Vogel 2013; Genovese and Tvinnereim 2019; Basseches 

2023). Although utilities, unions, and trade groups typically oppose environmental groups, their 

positions align occasionally (Hall et al. 2024).  

Second, the effects of climate change (drought, wildfire, sea level rise) have intensified 

across California in recent years, and the state has been a leader in policy innovation when it 

comes to adapting and mitigating climate change. For example, between 2007 and 2009 the state 

experienced one of its worst droughts on record, leading to reduced water deliveries from the 

State Water Project. A more prolonged drought began in 2011 and lasted six years, prompting 

Governor Jerry Brown to order a mandatory 25 percent water reduction program in 2015. In 

2014, California adopted the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA), a policy 

designed to manage the state’s groundwater for the first time through the use of local agencies 

with state agency oversight. Other historic policy innovation includes the first statewide 

restriction on tailpipe emissions in 2002, a commitment to significantly reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions in 2006, and a five-year $54 billion package of climate measures in 2022, which 

included bills that sought carbon neutrality in the state by 2045.Historic policy innovation across 

sectors also allows us to examine policy proposals that attract organized interests on both sides 

of the issue. Groups representing California’s more than 80,000 farms, including the California 

Farm Bureau, are fixtures in Sacramento whenever agricultural issues are being debated. Large 

environmental groups are prominent in legislative debates, and have enjoyed rather favorable 

status in the state over the last several decades, though their expenditures are generally well 

below those of industry groups. The state’s size ensures that beyond the major players, most bills 

also receive attention from smaller, less politically active organizations. 

Third, California is a political and economic heavyweight. California is the most 

populous state in the US, and has one the world’s most professionalized legislatures, with 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/lfuZ+ZghR+i69o+EilQ
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/UEcb+to84+HLvz
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/UEcb+to84+HLvz
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/UiYRU
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/MrzB
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/wr2PI+NLn7S+0dEQf+eq1H
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/wr2PI+NLn7S+0dEQf+eq1H
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/MrzB
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extensive political and policy staff that enable legislators to attend to concerns of citizens and 

grassroots issues. In 2025, lobbyists broke a record and spent over half a billion dollars in 

California only (Kimelman, 2025). California is also the fourth largest economy in the world, 

producing 75% of fruits and nuts and 40% of vegetables in the United States (CFDA, n.d.). It is 

difficult to exaggerate the state’s significance to the American economy and agriculture 

production in particular, raising the national consequences for local climate-related impacts and 

policy change.  

Finally, California offers unique access to data documenting multiple advocacy tactics. 

The 1974 California Political Reform Act requires lobbyists to register with the state and file 

quarterly reports documenting any efforts to influence state legislators on a given bill. 

Additionally, the California legislature maintains an online database for all bills introduced since 

1999. These records include committee bill analyses that list the interest groups that wrote 

position letters. We bring these two sources together to test the influence of letter writing while 

accounting for registered lobbying activity.  

V. Data Sources and Measurement 

We examine Assembly bills introduced in the California legislature from 2001-2020, 

downloaded and merged from the California Legislative Information Website (LegInfo)1. We 

identify bills addressing sectors experiencing significant climate impacts by keeping those 

referred to substantively relevant committees (Agriculture, Environmental Safety and Toxic 

Materials; Natural Resources; Utilities and Energy; and Water, Parks and Wildlife). This step 

reduces the likelihood we capture a bill whose text makes a single mention of a phrase like 

“climate change” but does not advance policy that addresses the issue. Not all bills that pass 

through these committees address climate change. Thus, we then use four keyword dictionaries 

to further filter the proposals, selecting committee bills that have a substantive linkage with 

climate change or represent sectors impacted by climate change (see Appendix A). Our analysis 

includes only bills that received a committee hearing. We cannot observe position letter data 

prior to this stage of the legislative process, and the early deadline for proposing legislation also 

 
1
 Due to limitations in time and labor for the extraction of position letter data in the subsequent steps, as well as to 

ensure the comparability of bills proceeding through a similar legislative process, we focus our analysis on bills 

originating in the Assembly. 
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means that some introduced bills are merely placeholders prior to receiving a hearing. Our 

empirical observations include 1,583 relevant Assembly bills in our sample (Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics on Sample of 1,583 Bills 

 
 

We use two data sources to track the interest group activity for these Assembly bills 

through all stages of the legislative process, from the Assembly committee through the Senate 

and Governor’s office. The first source is lobbying data from Cal-Access, the repository for 

lobbyist activity. This data represents conventional activity by interest groups with the resources 

to hire contract or in-house lobbyists. Cal-Access does not provide information on the lobbyist 

stance on a bill. Each filing records the aggregate activity of the lobbying actor that quarter, 

including which bills they lobbied in that period (Figure 1). We expand the data so that each 

observation represents a unique bill-lobbying-chamber dyad (n =68,251), with 38,497 
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observations matched to activity in the Assembly, and 29,754 matched to activity in the Senate. 

See Appendix B for a full description of the data collection process. 

 

Figure 1: Example of Lobbyist Filing 

 
 
 To gauge the participation of groups that may not have professional lobbyists, we turn to 

the committee bill analyses provided by LegInfo. Organizations (including lobbyists) can register 

a position on a bill by sending a letter to the committee(s) in which the bill is being heard. 

Interested parties can mail letters or submit them electronically via the California Legislature 

Position Letter Portal. Letters are sometimes authored by multiple groups, while others reflect 

the position of a single organization (Figure 2). Position letters are then summarized in 

committee bill analyses (Figure 3). Position letters are important evidence of advocacy, and can 

also be a proxy for other activity, such as testifying at committees, meeting with individual 

legislators, and so on. We extract the identities of letter writers from all Assembly and Senate 

committee analyses for each bill in our sample, manually cleaning group names to correct for 

inconsistencies in spelling, abbreviations, and changes in organizational names.2 This process 

 
2
 While our sample is composed entirely of Assembly Bills, we also extract positions from Senate Committee 

analyses for those Assembly Bills that passed into the second chamber. These positions are not used to estimate our 

diversity of letter writer indices at the Assembly Committee stage, and are rather used to help impute lobbyist 

positions on bills, as described later in this paper. 
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yields two original datasets of 16,039 bill-letter dyads at the Assembly Committee stage, and 

15,085 bill-letter dyads at the Senate Committee stage.3  

 

Figure 2: Examples of a Coalitional Position Letter vs. a Single Group Position Letter 

 
 

Figure 3: Examples of Committee Bill Analysis and List of Registered Positions  

  
 



11 

 Our first goal is to investigate whether different types of organizations participate in 

lobbying and non-lobbying tactics. We hand-code groups based on classification schemes used 

to describe the types of organizations advocates represent (Baumgartner et al., 2009; Dwidar 

2014). Organizational types include business corporations, trade associations, professional 

associations, unions, government, and citizen groups (see Table 2). We also categorize each 

actor according to the issues or sectors they represent (e.g., manufacturing, education, 

agriculture). To classify these issue areas, we develop a scheme comparable to those commonly 

used to measure the scope of profit and nonprofit activity. These schemes include the North 

American Industry Classification System (NAICS), the standard classification scheme federal 

statistical agencies use to collect information on for-profit organizations, and the National 

Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE) system, which is used by the IRS and National Center for 

Charitable Statistics to characterize the nonprofit sector. The main difference in our scheme is 

distinguishing between organizations that focus on fossil fuel versus renewable energy (see 

Appendix C for more details on our typology, and our robustness checks in Appendix E for the 

use of issue codes in the empirical analyses). 

VI. Descriptive evidence of differences among advocacy tactics 

Of the bills in our sample, 99.8% experience at least one lobbying instance and 93.6% 

receive at least one letter. The average bill in our analysis was lobbied 67 times and received 40 

letters. Consistent with expectations, lobbying accounts for a much greater share of political 

activity relative to letter writing, but is done by a much smaller share of organizations. We 

observe 2,537 individual interest groups lobbying more than 60,000 times, whereas 8,286 

 
3
 We omit position letters submitted by unaffiliated individuals from our data, such that each letter writer represents 

a distinct organization, interest group, or government actor. 
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interest groups write roughly 32,000 letters. As Figure 4 shows, the vast majority of interest 

groups writing letters (68%) only advocated on a single bill in our sample.  

 

Figure 4: Density Plot of Lobbying and Letter Writing by Organizations 

 
Overall, organized interests, and especially letter writers, stick with one advocacy 

strategy: 7,047 interest groups wrote position letters only, 1,298 lobbied only, and 1,239 did 

both. Although half of the lobbyists submit a position letter at some point (and sometimes in lieu 

of lobbying), position letters do not accompany most lobbying activity: just 11% of the lobbying 

instances we observe involve writing a letter on the same bill.  

While the groups that lobby and write letters on the same bill account for a relatively 

small share of the total actors and advocacy-bill observations, the presence of a lobbyist among 

letter writers in a bill analysis is rather common. In more than two-thirds of the 1,583 bills, a 

single group lobbies and writes a position letter on the same bill. In 54% (857) of the bills, two 

or more groups lobby and write letters on the same bill. Moreover, the top quartile of most active 

lobbyists account for 80% of the instances where entities both lobby and write position letters. 

These lobbyists represent peak organizations across sectors, including the California Chamber of 

Commerce, the Natural Resources Defense Council, Sierra Club, California Manufacturers and 

Technology Association, the Pacific Gas and Electric Company, Western States Petroleum 

Association, and Association of California Water Agencies.  

Table 2 summarizes the scope of advocacy activity by organization type. Businesses 

(32.8%), citizen groups (27.5%), governments (17%), and trade associations (11%) account for 
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the vast majority of total actors advocating in the legislative process. Yet organizations differ in 

the extent of their participation. Government (21.9%), citizen groups (21.4%), trade associations 

(19.8%), and utilities (16.6%) are the most active types of organizations in terms of total activity. 

 

Table 2: Summary of Organization Types 

*Indicates letter writer only 

Note: The total number of organizations and bill-organization dyads in this chart collapse any duplicates for groups 

that lobbied or wrote letters on the same bill in the multiple legislative stages. 

 

As expected, the organizational profiles of interest groups that lobby and those that write 

letters differ as well. Citizen groups are the only type of organization that writes position letters 

more often than they lobby (Figure 5, Panel A). Governments, trade groups, utilities, and 

professional associations lobby three times more often than they write position letters. 

Businesses and unions lobby about twice as often as they write letters, but businesses are the 

second most frequent type writing letters. A review of businesses lobbying versus letter writing 

suggests that size may be a factor, with smaller businesses writing letters and large corporations 

lobbying. For example, while large corporations like Safeway and General Mills lobbied a bill 

that addresses prices and sustainability in the milk industry (AB 31, 2013-2014), small 

businesses such as Clauss Dairy Farms, Red Rose Dairy, and CMA Livestock wrote letters. 

Figure 5 Panel B illustrates sector participation across our sample. While environment, 

natural resources, utility, energy, and related sectors dominate, the scope of sector participation 

is diverse even among climate-related bills. Notably, while both conventional and clean 
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(renewable) energy organizations lobby, the latter write letters more frequently and represent a 

greater share of total letter writers.  

 

Figure 5: Number of advocacy activities by organizational type (A) and sector (B) 

 

 

 

Finally, 78% of the positions expressed through letter writing are supportive. Consistent 

with patterns among lobbyists, trade associations, businesses, and utilities express opposition 

more frequently than other types (see Figure 6). This pattern follows Hall et al. (2021), who find 
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that 90% of written and oral committee testimony supports climate and energy legislation in 

Massachusetts.   

In summary, the descriptive evidence confirms that: (1) many organizations without 

registered lobbyists participate in the legislative process (but less frequently), (2) these advocates 

represent, by and large, different organizations than lobbyists (predominantly citizen groups), (3) 

letter writing primarily supports movement from the status quo, and (4) top lobbyists account for 
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a large share of the rather rare occasions where organizations with lobbyists write letters on the 

same bill they lobby.  

 

Figure 6: Percentage of Positions in Support and Total Number of Letters by Organization 

 
Note (Fig 6): Averages of support positions by organization type displayed in dotted lines. We include names of the 

most active advocates observed in the data for additional context. 

VII. Modeling legislative influence 

We use the position letter and lobbying data described in the previous sections to develop 

two original measures of advocacy. The first is a measure of organizational diversity, which aims 

to capture the spread of letter writers on a given bill. The second is a measure of imputed 



17 

lobbying, which estimates lobbyists’ positions on bills through position letters received from 

similar organizations. 

 

a. Diversity Index 

 

We use our organizational categories to develop a weighted index of interest group 

diversity.4 This index is built from the product of two dimensions of letter-writing advocacy that 

are highly but imperfectly correlated (see Figures 7 and 8): (1) the effective number of 

organization types represented among letter writers taking a given position (horizontal axis) and 

(2) the number of letters received from groups for a given position on a bill (vertical axis). This 

multiplicative measure represents the intuition underlying our theory: the highest index values 

occur when many letters are received from several different types of organizations, or a moderate 

number of letters are received from many different types of organizations. We construct two 

indices using the method described below, measuring both the diversity of organizations in 

support, and the diversity of organizations in opposition. 

The main component of the diversity index is calculated using the same measure as the 

effective number of parties (Laakso and Taagepera 1979). This metric has become the standard 

way of capturing the fragmentation or concentration—weighting parties (in our case, 

organizations) by their size so that bigger ones contribute more to the index than the smallest 

ones. It is also identical to the inverse of the Herfindahl-Hirschman index (HHI), which has been 

used to measure diversity in media attention and interest group comments (Boydstun et al. 2014; 

Dwidar 2022). 

The second component of the diversity index is the log of the total number of support or 

opposition letters submitted on a given bill. This weight boosts the diversity score for bills with 

many different groups writing letters. We take the natural log of this value to capture the wide 

range of the scale and cluster at low to moderate values. Additionally, we subtract 1 and add e to 

the raw number of letters. This prevents downweighting of the effective number of organizations 

for bills with one or two letters, and sets the minimum value of the logged weight to 1.5 

We observe a number of bills in our sample with no letter writing activity for a given 

position. It is not possible to calculate the concentration of organizations when there are zero 

actors present. To address this, we assign these bills a dummy value of 0 as their diversity score. 

  In summary, the diversity index calculation (D) is as follows in Equation 1: 

 
where n is the number of groups writing letters of a given position on a given bill b, and 𝑝𝑖

2 is the 

square of each organization type’s proportion of letter writers. Bills that did not receive any 

 
4
 See Appendix E for alternate specifications of this measure based on the diversity of issue area codes, and the 

diversity of issue-organization combination codes. 
5
 For example, a bill with a single letter writer in support will have an effective number of organizations equal to 1, 

and a logged weight equal to 1. This minimizes the diversity index to a value of 1 for bills with at least 1 letter. 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/qgqU
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/4tF2+oFAz
https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/4tF2+oFAz
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letters receive a score of 0. Figure 7 shows the distribution of the diversity of support index, and 

Figure 8 shows the distribution of the diversity of opposition index.  

 

Figure 7: Inputs to the diversity of support index (A) and the distribution of the diversity of 

support index (B) 

(A)             (B) 

 
 

Figure 8: Inputs to the diversity of opposition index (A) and the distribution of the diversity 

of opposition index (B) 

(A)             (B) 

 
To better conceptualize how these metrics represent diversity of interests, we reviewed 

examples of bills scoring high values of these measures. Bills that score a 9 are around the 95th 

percentile of the measure. AB 35 (2007-2008), the Sustainable Building Act of 2007, scores a 
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9.09, a value generated from 6 support letters with an effective number of organization types 

equal to 4.45. AB 1685 (2003-2004), a bill that established an energy conservation tax credit, 

scores a 9.04, but with 30 support letters and an effective number of organization types equal to 

2.62.  

Importantly, while the diversity metric captures letter writing primarily, lobbyists (many 

of them peak organizations) are embedded in the metric as well. This feature raises the 

possibility that the diversity index measures conventional lobbyist influence. To probe this 

possibility, we plot the percentage of support letter writers who lobbied (x-axis) by the diversity 

index (y-axis) for each bill, with points sized according to the number of total lobbyists (Figure 

9). First, the majority of observations fall to the left of the figure, meaning that for the majority 

of bills, most letters (66%+) come from groups that did not register lobbying. Second, the loess 

curve shows that diversity does not increase with the percentage of lobbyist-letter writers. In fact, 

when all letter writers are lobbyists (100%), diversity scores (both in terms of total letters and 

effective number of organizations) are markedly lower. Finally, many points with high values of 

the diversity score are smaller in size, illustrating that the diversity index is moderately 
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correlated with total (support) lobbyists (correlation of 0.55). These patterns reassure us that the 

diversity index captures unique advocacy activity that moves independently from lobbying. 

 

Figure 9: Proportion of Support Letters from Lobbyists by Diversity of Support Index 

 
 

 

b. Lobbying Imputation 

 

As discussed, lobbyists in California are not required to disclose their positions on 

legislation. To circumvent this limitation, we develop an imputation strategy through the letters 

of support and opposition received during the committee stage. For each bill, we first identify the 

percentage of actors within each organizational type who supported the bill. We use letters 

received during both the Assembly and Senate Committee stages to inform this process. Next, 

we round these proportions to estimated positions for each organizational type. If seven 

businesses wrote position letters on a given bill, and five were in support, then we code all 

businesses that lobbied on this bill with an imputed position of support. For organizations that 

lobbied and wrote letters on the same bill, we use the letter’s position instead of an imputed 

position. For organization types that lobby but are not represented among a bill’s letter writers, 

we code these lobbyist positions as other lobbying, a category which may include support, 

opposition, or neutral positions (see Hall et al. 2024). Due to the limited number of opposition 

letters, we cannot confidently impute the spread of opposition positions across the lobbying data. 

We thus collapse positions that we predict as oppositional with those that we cannot impute, 



21 

separating our lobbying counts into (1) lobbying in support, and (2) other lobbying. This 

imputation strategy is defined in Equation 2: 

 
where n is the number of groups within a particular organization type i writing letters on a given 

bill b, and s is the total number of letters of support within n. When there are position letters 

from an organization type i, we code corresponding lobbyist positions L as either 1 (Support) or 

0 (Other), based on the rounded proportion. When there are no relevant letters in which to base 

the imputation, we code lobbyist positions as 0 (Other). Through this process, we identify 4,827 

organization type-bill positions, 83% of which are equal to 1 or 0 prior to rounding. In other 

words, we rarely observe two actors of the same organizational type taking opposing positions 

on the same bill, increasing our confidence on assumptions made through imputation. Of the 

37,526 unique bill-lobbying dyads that we match to the Assembly Committee stage (see 

Appendix B), our imputation yields 19,550 dyads in support, and 17,976 as other.6  

 
c. Variables and Statistical Approach 

 

Our dependent variable in our main specification is whether a bill passed through the 

Assembly Committee process. Among these 1,583 bills, 1,154 (72.9%) made it through 

committee.  

In our fully specified model, we include the four measures of advocacy discussed above 

as explanatory variables: (1) diversity of support letters, (2) diversity of opposition letters, (3) 

imputed lobbyists in support, and (4) other lobbying. In addition to these measures, we include 

several control variables. First, we control for the party of the legislator who sponsored the bill 

(Democrat). Next, we control for long- and short-term climate effects: the average drought 

conditions in California during the prior 3-year period per the Standardized Precipitation Index 

(SPI) to account for long-term climate impacts, and the count of extreme, billion-dollar weather 

events in the prior year, per the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), to 

account for short-term climate events. Finally, to account for a bill’s attention and public 

salience, we control for media mentions. We measure this using a validated count of mentions 

for each bill, post-introduction and prior to a floor vote, within California-based newspapers. 

This data was collected from NewsBank’s Access World News database. In our robustness 

checks, we explore several additional institutional- and legislator- specific controls, including 

leadership, committee chairmanship, committee membership, and number of committees of 

referral (see Appendix E). Each model includes session-level fixed effects, to account for other 

year-specific shocks and characteristics. 

We estimate a series of binary logistic regressions, assessing the likelihood that a bill 

passes through the committee stage. We run several additive models, testing the separate and 

combined effects of our letter- and lobbying- based advocacy measures. Additionally, because 

 
6
 Our strategy may overestimate lobbying in support: of the eight states in the CHORUS database for which 

lobbying positions are collected, the percentage in support ranges from 11% to 26%, with the rest split between 

neutral and opposition positions (Hall et al. 2024). In Appendix Table E9, we show that our results are robust to a 

more conservative imputation that estimates fewer positions in support. It is possible that lobbying may be biased in 

support on climate-related legislation in California. 
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the diversity of support letters and the number of imputed support lobbyists is moderately 

correlated, we specify a multiplicative model that interacts the two measures. This strategy 

allows the slope of the diversity index to shift based on the number of supportive lobbyists, 

which simultaneously accounts for the plausible interdependency between advocacy tactics and 

provides the cleanest estimate of non-lobbyist influence, i.e., when there are no to few supportive 

lobbyists. Our fully specified additive model is estimated as follows, in Equation 3: 

 
Xil reflects a vector of control variables, and Si is session-level fixed effects. 

 

VIII. Findings 

a. Assembly Committee Passage 

 

When advocacy tactics are analyzed separately, we find strong evidence that both letter 

writing and lobbying influences bill advancement, with advocacy in support raising a bill’s 

chance of passage and advocacy in opposition raising the likelihood of failure (Models 1 and 2). 

When lobbying and the diversity indices are included in the same model, coefficients on both 

measures of support lose statistical significance (Model 3). However, the interactive model 

(Model 4) shows that diversity of letter writers has a strong association with bill passage at lower 

levels of supportive lobbying. These results collectively provide conditional support for H1. The 

odds ratios of coefficients from our main specifications can be seen in Table 3, with full results 

available in Appendix Table D1. 
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Table 3: Odds Ratios of Passing Assembly Committee Stage 

 
 

Focusing on the interactive model (Model 4 in Table 3), we plot the predicted 

probabilities of diversity of support, as well as the marginal effects of diversity of support and 

imputed lobbying support in Figure 10. In panel A, we set the number of imputed lobbyist 

supporters to 0, simulating the maximum effect of supportive letter writing. The dotted red line 

in panel B represents the mean value of lobbyist supporters. The left panel shows that when there 
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are seven or fewer lobbyists in support of a bill, there is a positive and significant effect of 

diversity of support among position letters on bill passage. 

 

Figure 10: (A) Pred. Probabilities of Diversity of Support Letters and (B) Marginal Effects 

of the Interaction Between Diversity of Support Letters and Imputed Lobbyists in Support 

 

 

Substantively, these coefficients are large. Bills without letters of support (diversity score 

of 0), have a predicted probability of passage of around 79%, with all other values—including 

lobbying—held at their means. If the diversity of supportive letters increases to the 95th 

percentile value, 9.25, the likelihood of passing through committee rises to around 84%. If there 

is no supportive lobbying, this slope is much larger, as pictured in panel A of Figure 10. 

Movement from the 5th to 95th percentile of diversity of supportive letters is associated with a 

15 percentage point jump from 70% to 85% probability of passage. Lower levels of supportive 

lobbying is found in a substantial portion of our sample: half the bills in our sample have fewer 

than seven lobbyists in support. These bills experience neutral and opposition lobbying as well, 

alleviating the concern that the bills where we detect influence are those without pushback. The 

effects of supportive lobbying are similar to those of diversity of supportive letters. Among bills 
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with no letters of support, moving along the range of the imputed lobbying count raises a bill’s 

chances from 70 to 92%. 

Although opposition letter writing is less common, the coefficient on diverse opposition 

among letter writers is particularly strong in magnitude—bills toward the maximum range of this 

variable have a predicted probability of passage of 67%, compared to 83% for those with no 

letters of opposition. Other lobbying is also consistently negative across each model, with a 13 

percentage point drop in likelihood of passage from 84 to 71% across the range of the variable. 

These results suggest that a large portion of lobbying is oppositional within our non-imputable 

lobbying cases. We probe this issue further in Appendix E, including models where we separate 

imputed opposition from other lobbying. 

While we do not find that our climate-related controls are related to bill outcomes, both 

party and public attention are important predictors of passing through the committee stage. Bills 

introduced by Democrats are around 28 percentage points more likely to proceed to the 

Assembly Floor, while bills with greater newspaper mentions in California, moving from the 5th 

to 95th percentile, are around 6 percentage points more likely to do so. 

 

b. Beyond the Committee Stage 

 

To test whether letter writing is uniquely influential in the first stage of the legislative 

process (H2), we run four additional logistic models, testing the likelihood that bills in our 

sample pass through the (1) Assembly Floor, (2) Senate Committee, (3) Senate Floor, and are (4) 

signed into law by the governor. While nearly a quarter of bills in our sample fail in the 

Assembly Committee stage, rates of passage are higher as bills proceed through the legislative 

process. This pattern is consistent with prior work that shows legislators advance bills that are 

likely to survive the legislative process. Table 4 shows the rates of success at each legislative 

stage within our sample, conditional on having passed the previous stage.  

 

Table 4: Outcomes by Legislative Stage within Sample of 1,583 Bills 

 
*We do not include bills that did not receive hearings in the count of bills proceeding to the 

Senate Committee stage, as our analyses only consider bills with the opportunity to receive 

position letters. 

 

Because of the low failure rate in the Assembly Floor and Senate Committee stage, the 

coefficients in traditional logistic models are likely to be biased. To address this, we estimate 

these two stages using rare events logistic models (King and Zeng 2001). For the two Assembly 

stages, we use diversity scores generated from Assembly Committee letters. For the latter three 

stages, we use diversity scores generated from Senate Committee letters. The imputed lobbying 
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counts in each model are tied to each respective stage (see Appendix B). The full results from 

these models can be found in Appendix Table D2. 

The relationship between supportive advocacy tactics and bill success that we find in the 

Assembly Committee stage is virtually absent across all other legislative stages. In Figure 11, we 

plot the odds ratios for each measure of advocacy across all five legislative stages. We find 

evidence that both types of opposition tactics are associated with bills being less likely to pass an 

Assembly Floor vote, and that other lobbying continues to have a negative relationship through 

the Senate Committee stage. However, no measure of supportive advocacy is statistically 

significant at the p < 0.05 level beyond the first stage of the legislative process. 

 Our results are robust to several alternative parameterizations, described in Appendix E. 

These parameterizations include additional control variables, alternative measurements of 

diversity, alternative strategies for imputing lobbyist positions, controlling for legislative staffers 

on committees, and sensitivity to a given bill. 

 

Figure 11: Odds Ratios of Coefficients Across Each Legislative Stage 

 

 

 

IX. Discussion and conclusion 

Our study contributes to the literature concerning the balance of representation among 

organized interests, and provides a unique empirical test of the conditions under which less 

intensive attempts to influence policy can make a difference. We find less intensive advocacy by 
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rarer participants can shape the likelihood that a bill reaches the chamber floor. When supportive 

lobbyists are fewer in number, the diversity among groups submitting position letters increase 

the odds of bill passage in the committee phase, where interest group behavior has the greatest 

influence. Many small non-profits, small businesses, and other groups that represent ordinary 

citizens do not have the capacity to hire professional lobbyists to engage the state legislature, 

despite the strong policy preferences they may hold. We find that less intensive advocacy tactics 

that are available to all groups more or less, such as sending position letters prior to committee 

hearings, can be a viable alternative to intensive lobbying, and allow less-prominent players to 

make their voices heard. This strategy is particularly relevant for citizen groups, the only groups 

within our dataset from whom the majority of their advocacy is through position letters. 

In the interactive model, we do not find an association between diversity and bill passage 

at higher levels of supportive lobbying. There are two possible explanations for this result. One 

is theoretical—that supportive lobbying substitutes for other advocacy tactics, rendering the 

latter superfluous in policy debates that draw better resourced supporters. The other is 

statistical—that we cannot decipher the extent to which lobbying and other advocacy tactics are 

making a difference in bill advancement under conditions where many interest groups are active. 

Distinguishing exactly who has influence in policy debates with extensive participation is 

challenging in any research design. Our study makes a contribution by demonstrating that the 

diversity of lower-resourced advocates makes a difference under a non-trivial set of conditions. 

We test our argument on a subset of bills in a single state legislature, but there is good 

reason to suspect that they are generalizable to other policy domains and geographic contexts. 

First, the advocacy tactics that we highlight in this paper are not unique to California. Lobbying 

is ubiquitous, and many state legislative committees offer organizations and members of the 

public the formal opportunity to write position letters, give testimony on bills, attend lobby days, 

or engage in similar advocacy activities. A recent report from the Levin Center for Oversight and 

Democracy at Wayne State Law School describes opportunities for public comment or testimony 

across the majority of state legislatures (Levin Center 2025). Position letter lists in committee 

documents or submission portals for comments similar to California can be found on legislative 

websites across states including Alaska, Colorado, Kansas, Michigan, Montana, Texas, and 

Washington.  

The expansion of online public records and datasets that document a more complete 

record of advocacy tactics offers opportunities to extend our work. Scholars could use the 

aforementioned CHORUS database to contrast the influence of lobbying versus committee 

testimony on bill passage in Colorado and Montana, the two states with records on both tactics. 

The Wisconsin state legislature likewise presents an ideal case to further research because the 

legislative committee documents offer two separate lists of advocacy tactics (committee 

testimony and registered positions in writing) complete with position stances. Using an empirical 

approach similar to our study, researchers could better isolate the impact of these differing 

advocacy tactics, with the added benefit of having complete lobbying positions and three (as 

opposed to two) advocacy tactics. We assume that position letters are a proxy for various types 

of rarer advocacy, but this assumption should be probed. 

Our study has implications for organizational coordination, and the role of strategic 

coalition building. One of our key findings is that a narrow set of peak organizations—those that 

lobby most intensively—sign position letters too, while most other organizations either lobby or 

write letters. The fact that these peak organizations represent many organizational types, 

including trade associations, utilities, and citizen groups, suggests that this strategy, and 

https://paperpile.com/c/q7iNv2/x46F
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potentially the strategy to mobilize or join smaller players in position taking, is perceived to be 

influential by powerful interest groups. We are unable to discern how coalitions operate prior to 

observed advocacy instances. The position letter data offers complete information about the 

groups that took positions, but no indication as to whether those positions were derived from 

unique letters or joint letters that represent multiple organizations. Moreover, the California 

legislature does not publish or publicly archive these letters. Some larger organizations post their 

letters online, offering a small, though non-random, set of examples (see Figure 2). In several 

instances, we observe a letter submitted by one major interest group, such as the Sierra Club or 

the NRDC, signed by as many as 40 other organizations, many of which never register lobbying 

activity. At the same time, there are many examples of letters that are signed only by the 

submitting organization. Future work could use Public Records Act requests to access the actual 

letters sent to committees, and compare these letters to the positions listed in the bill analyses.    

The position letters we observe in California are also overwhelmingly in support of 

legislation, with little to no opposition letters received on most bills. Is this trend unique to the 

state, or to the climate-policy context? Or is this form of advocacy primarily utilized when 

coalitions of organized interests want to pass legislation? To evaluate this conjecture, we 

examine a random sample of 100 Assembly Bills in the 2017-2018 legislative session in 

California. This sample is drawn from bills across all policy areas. Of the 75 bills in this sample 

that received committee hearings, the average bill had 8.8 letters of support and 0.7 letters of 

opposition.7 The similar distribution of positions across bills from all types of policy suggests 

that the prevalence of support positions is not a particular condition of climate-related legislation. 

Additional work is required to assess whether this is a feature of California politics that is not 

replicated in other states. 

Our imputation strategy captures a dimension of lobbying in support, but the lack of 

precise lobbying positions across all organizations means we cannot confidently generate 

organizational diversity scores for lobbying as we do for letter writers. While we are unable to 

test the role of lobbyist diversity in this analysis, we suspect that most forms of advocacy are 

more effective when they come from a diverse set of actors. However, the way in which 

information is conveyed to legislators means that the diversity of organizations among letter 

writers may be more impactful than in other advocacy tactics. Lobbying is a diffuse strategy, 

with different groups targeting different legislators, staffers, and committees, but position letters 

are (1) sent directly to committees, and (2) compiled in clear lists that provide full information 

about all parties involved. When provided with these lists of support and opposition, we 

speculate that diversity is particularly salient to legislators and their staff. Qualitative evidence 

gathered through conversations and personal communications with several advocates of 

environmental citizen groups, as well as a staffer in the California legislature, suggests that 

letters compiled in bill analyses offer a useful informational heuristic for policymakers. 

In conclusion, the relationships between advocates, legislators, and policy outcomes are 

complicated, interactive, and difficult to observe. Many forms of advocacy occur behind closed 

doors, and remain obscured from disclosure requirements or registered positions. Through the 

case of climate-related legislation in California, we establish evidence that (1) the types of 

organizations that engage in intensive lobbying and letter writing differ, with citizen groups 

much more likely to advocate through the latter, and (2) advocating by means other than 

 
7
 Among the 135 climate-related bills in our sample from the 2017-2018 session, the average number of support 

letters was 11.7, and the average number of opposition letters was 3.1. The difference in mean support letters 

between these two groups of bills is not statistically significant. 
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lobbying can be an effective for smaller organized interests, especially when a diverse coalition 

of groups make their positions known. These findings provide a fuller picture of advocacy 

behavior, and suggest that legislators take into account the large number of groups expressing 

their voice during legislative deliberations. 
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Appendices 

 

APPENDIX A: Keyword Dictionaries 

 

We subset our sample of 1,583 bills using both keywords and committee membership. 

We built a dictionary of 141 partial and full keywords, which we matched within the full text of 

each bill as introduced. These keywords are divided among four dictionaries: water (47 terms), 

climate (7 terms), energy (12 terms), and agriculture (75 terms). Below, we include the full 

corpus of each dictionary.  

 

Water Dictionary: "drought”, “water scarc”, “water avail”, “water storage”, “reservoir”, “dam”, 

“dams, “desal, “water recyc”, “water supp”, “water use”, “water alloc”, “water reuse”, “irrigat”, 

“rainfall def”, “dry”, “water effici”, “water price”, “water system”, “water resource”, “water 

conservat”, “water table”, “groundwater”, “water author”, “water manage”, “saved water”, 

“extract water”, “water utilit”, “water entitlement”, “water project”, “water sustain”, “water 

salin”, “water reform”, “water plan”, “water secur”, “water market”, “water provid”, “water 

grant”, “water diver”, “water crisis”, “water right”, “precipitation”, “water basin”, “water flow”, 

“environmental flow”, “water demand”, “flood control” 

 

Climate Dictionary: “climate change”, “climate adapt”, “climate impact”, “climate crisis”, 

“wildfire”, “sea level rise”, “climate resilience” 

 

Energy Dictionary: “energy”, “solar”, “wind”, “renewable”, “natural gas”, “oil”, “propane”, 

“biofuel”, “greenhouse gas”, “carbon emis”, “climate mitig” 

 

Agriculture Dictionary: “alfalfa”, “almond”, “pistachio”, “citrus”, “orange”, “lemon”, “lime”, 

“avocado”, “corn”, “cotton”, “beans”, “fallow”, “grain”, “grape”, “melon”, “squash”, 

“cucumber”, “onion”, “garlic”, “walnut”, “peach”, “apricot”, “strawberry”, “blackberry”, 

“raspberry”, “potato”, “rice”, “safflower”, “sunflower”, “tomato”, “sugarbeet”, “olive”, “wine”, 

“livestock”, “dairy”, “cow”, “cattle”, “milk”, “poultry”, “eggs”, “chicken”, “artichoke”, “plum”, 

“fig”, “persimmon”, “pomegranate”, “raisin”, “lettuce”, “brocolli”, “carrot”, “celery”, “pepper”, 

“berry”, “vegetable”, “fruit”, “timber”, “forest”, “biofuel”, “beer”, “crop loss”, “subsidence”,  

“orchard”, “vineyard”, “agricultural preserve”, “agricultural producer”, “agricultural grower”, 

“crop”, “agricultural commod”, “landowners”, “farmers market”, “agribusiness”, “farm”, “food 

product”, “feed”, “apple”  
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APPENDIX B: Lobbying Data 

 

The lobbying data was downloaded from the Cal-Access database, managed by the 

California Secretary of State, at https://cal-access.sos.ca.gov/. From 2001 to 2020, 13,005 unique 

individuals, firms, employers, or coalitions registered as lobbyists, filing a total of 407,334 

quarterly reports. We expand the data so that each observation represents a unique bill-lobbying 

dyad (n =2,014,276). 903,971 (44.8%) of these bill-lobbying observations were extracted directly 

from the lobbying activity column in the Cal-Access dataset. Lobbyists with sufficiently long 

lists of activity report their activity on a separate attached sheet, which is not recorded in the Cal-

Access data. For 13,739 quarterly reports (3.37% of all reports in the period), we thus download 

and scrape activity from these attachments. The bill-lobbying dyads collected from these 

attached sheets (n = 1,110,305) accounts for the majority of the legislative lobbying in our data. 

Of these two million dyads, 115,005 match to the 1,583 bills in our sample. However, 

these dyads contain some instances in which organizations lobbied multiple times on the same 

bill in the same period. We reduce the data to 45,186 unique, time-agnostic dyads in which 

lobbyists were, at some point in the legislative process, active on bills. We then expand this data 

back such that each bill-lobbying dyad at each unique legislative chamber, or each unique 

legislative stage, comprises a separate observation. We use quarterly report timing to identify 

which bill-lobbying dyads occurred during which stages of the legislative process - many dyads 
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are attached to multiple stages. In total, this leaves us with 68,251 unique dyads at the chamber 

level (Table B1), and 122,972 unique dyads at the legislative stage level (Table B2). 

 

Table B1: Bill-Lobbying Dyads at the Chamber-Level 

Chamber Number of Unique Bill-

Lobbying Dyads 

Assembly 

(Overall) 

38,497 

Senate 

(Overall) 

29,754 

Total (by 

Chamber) 

68,251 

 

Table B2: Bill-Lobbying Dyads at the Legislative Stage-Level 

Stage Number of Unique Bill-

Lobbying Dyads 

Assembly 

Committee 

37,526 

Assembly 

Floor 

23,752 

Senate 

Committee 

24,040 

Senate Floor 21,210 

Governor 16,444 

Total 122,972 
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APPENDIX C: Organization and Issue Categories 

 

We code lobbyist and letter-writing groups by their organization type and issue area. The 

full list of categories, and the kinds of groups within them, are listed below. 

Organization type codes are informed by prior classifications from works including 

Baumgartner et al., (2009) and Dwidar (2014). Our issue area typologies were developed through 

the combination of two existing classification schemes: (1) the National Taxonomy of Exempt 

Entities (NTEE), and (2) the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS). The 

NTEE divides non-profit organizations into 26 major groups, while the NAICS divides corporate 

identities across 25 sectors. After reviewing the overlap and relevant categories between these 
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two classification schemes, we established 24 broad issue areas. We hand-coded the issue area 

for each organization in our data. These issue areas are as follows: 

 

Table C1: Description of Organization Types 

 

Organization Type Description/Notes 

Business Firms and for-profit corporations 

Citizen Non-profit organization, foundations, civic 

leagues, and social clubs 

Government Local, state, federal agencies or departments; 

elected officials; tribes; non-utility special 

districts such vector control, park, 

conservation, fire, air quality, transit, and 

school districts; associations of governments 

Professional Association Membership, leadership, and educational 

organizations for careers, professions, and 

hobbies 

Trade Association Organizations that represent business 

interests, chambers of commerce 

Union Trade and labor unions, includes farm labor 

organizations 

Utility Service entities charged with delivering 

essential public services like energy, water for 

irrigation or drinking, communications, 

sanitation, garbage collection; associations of 

utilities 

 

Table C2: Description of Issue Areas 

 



39 

Issue Area Notes/Description 

Art and Culture Museums, film, television, events 

Civil Rights and Advocacy Racial justice organizations, legal centers, 

community groups, Democratic Party groups, 

women’s organizations, veteran’s 

organizations, youth organizations 

Clean Energy Solar, wind, geothermal, renewables, electric 

vehicles 

Construction Buildings, building materials, concrete, 

plumbing, heating, cooling, architecture, 

contractors, home construction 

Conventional Energy Petroleum, oil, natural gas production 

Disaster Fire, pests, earthquakes 

Education Universities and schools, scientists, 

associations of teachers and students 

Employment and Jobs Planning associations, development 

associations, employment training 

organizations, large labor unions 

Environment Anti-pollution, outdoors and parks, 

sustainability and conservation, climate 

change, wildlife protection 

Finance Financial services, banks, real estate and 

property owners, insurance 

Government Local, state, federal agencies or departments; 

elected officials; tribes; non-utility special 

districts such vector control, park, 

conservation, fire, air quality, transit, and 

school districts; associations of governments 

Healthcare Hospitals, medical professionals and unions, 

health advocates, reproductive justice, 

pharmaceutical companies 

Housing Affordable housing and shelters, housing 

advocates 
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Information Technology and telecommunication 

companies, internet providers, social media, 

computers, newspapers and magazines 

Law Policing, crime, security and safety services 

Leisure and Hospitality Hotels, travel, restaurants, tourism, hobbies, 

sports, experiences 

Manufacturing Chemicals, machinery, metals, appliances, 

plastics, food and beverage production 

Natural Resources Agriculture, animal products, fishing, hunting, 

forestry, mining 

Other Services Chambers of commerce, business associations 

Professional Services Management, administration, lawyers, 

marketing, business consultants, 

Religion Churches, temples, houses of worship, faith-

based advocates 

Retail Trade Merchandise, groceries, furniture and home 

goods, clothing 

Transportation Vehicles, transit, warehousing and storage, 

postage and shipping 

Utilities Service entities charged with delivering 

essential public services like energy, water for 

irrigation or drinking, communications, 

sanitation, garbage collection; associations of 

utilities 
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APPENDIX D: Full Results 

 
In Table D1, we show the full results from Table XXX in the main text. Table D1 contains the 

coefficients from the logistic regressions, while the table in the text contains the odds ratios of 

the coefficients. Table D2 contains the specifications that measure passage rates across each 

legislative stage, and that create Figure XXX in the main text. Models 1, 4, 5 and Table D2 are 

traditional logistic models, while Models 2 and 3 are rare events logistic regressions, to account 

for the low number of failures at these stages. 

 

Table D1: Logistic Models of Passing Assembly Committee Stage 
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Table D2: Logistic Models of Passing Each Legislative Stage 
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APPENDIX E: Robustness Checks 

 

We consider several additional parameterizations to the models included in the main text. 

First, we consider the use of additional control variables that correspond to institutional- and 

legislator-level characteristics. These are party leadership, being a committee chair or committee 

member of the bill’s committee of referral, and the number of committees a bill was referred to. 

In Table E1, we find that none of these variables are statistically significant. Additionally, the 

AIC in the fourth model in Table E1 is higher than in our fully specified model in the main text. 

We argue that it is thus justifiable to omit these controls from our analyses. 

Second, we investigate the role of legislative staffers on our results. Committee bill 

analyses where letter writers are recorded are compiled by committee staffers, which may 

exercise discretion in list creation. In Appendix Table E2, we introduce staffer-fixed effects to 

our interactive model, measured across the 61 unique staffers who wrote analyses for our five 

committees of interest. We perform this analysis by adding unique dummy variables for each 

staffer, as there are some committee analyses with multiple authors. Our findings are robust to 

the inclusion of these additional effects, suggesting that our results do not depend on the 

particular construction of committee bill analyses.  

One potential bias in our models is the inclusion of bills that go through multiple 

committees. The diversity index for these bills may reflect a multi-issue or more comprehensive 

legislative proposal. We check for potential bias by restricting our sample to the 1,166 bills that 

were only referred to a single substantive committee in Table E3. The results are essentially 

identical with this alternative specification.  

In Tables E4, E5, and E6, we test alternate specifications of our diversity index. First, we 

split the index into its two component parts—the effective number of organization types, and the 

number of letters—and include each component as a separate indicator in the model. As shown 

in Table E4, the findings are similar to those in our main results, and each component of each 

diversity measure operates in the expected direction. 

In Table E5, we include a measure of the diversity of issue area, instead of organization 

type. This measure is constructed in an identical manner to the measure in the main text, but uses 

the effective number of issue areas represented among a bill’s letter writers in a given position. 

Finally, in Table E6, we use a joint measure of issue-organization type diversity. The issue-

organization type of each organization is simply the combination of the two categories (i.e., 

“Environment-Citizen”, or “Conventional Energy-Business”). Our results are robust to these 

alternate measures of interest group diversity. While the magnitude of the measures are smaller, 

this is merely a reflection of the size of the variable (the maximum value of diversity of letter 

support, when based on organization types, is 19, while the maximum value is 43 when based on 

issue-organization). 

We also test whether our results still hold when the distinct relationship between letter 

writers who also lobby. Rather than impute lobbying results, we specify a model that includes 

three distinct lobbying variables: (1) the count of lobbyists who also wrote letters of support for 

the bill, (2) the count of lobbyists who also wrote letters of opposition for the bill, and (3) the 

remaining lobbyists. The results from these specifications, found in Table E7, are again similar 

to those found in the main text. 

In Table E8, we examine our results when we separate imputed oppositional lobbying as 

a separate explanatory variable from other lobbying. We combine these categories in the main 

text due to our inability to confidently extract opposition positions across organization types. 
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This is a consequence of the small number of opposition letters received at the committee stage, 

and the large number of bills which receive no opposition letters. However, for this analysis, we 

separate our imputed lobbying into three categories: lobbying in support, lobbying in opposition, 

and other lobbying. This yields a total of 19,550 positions of support, 5,990 positions of 

opposition, and 11,986 unimputed positions. Our results are similar under this alternate 

imputation scheme, although the significant effects of lobbying opposition disappear in the fully 

specified models. Even when separating out the positions that we are largely confident are 

oppositional, the coefficient for other lobbying remains negative and statistically significant, 

validating our assumption that this non-imputable component of our lobbying data is likely 

oppositional in nature. 

As noted in the main text, our balance of support and opposition/neutral positions are off 

from those in the CHORUS dataset (Hall et al. 2024). Where we impute a little over half of 

lobbyist positions in support, their data suggests that lobbying in support is far less frequent. To 

test whether our results still hold with a more conservative imputation, we adjust our imputation 

strategy such that lobbyists are only imputed in support if all organizations of a given 

organization type were in agreement in their support letters. This imputation leads to 16,254 

observations imputed in support, and 21,272 as other (opposition or neutral). In Table E9, we 

show that our results are nearly identical to those in our main models under this more 

conservative imputation of lobbyist positions. 

We next perform a sensitivity analysis, to determine the degree to which unobserved 

confounders could explain the effect we find for both diversity of letter support, and imputed 

lobbying in support. For the former, we find that these omitted or unobserved variables would 

need to explain around 9% of the variation in both diversity of support letters and assembly 

committee passage to drive the coefficient of diversity of support to zero. Compared to a baseline 

effect of being a Democrat, this would require the magnitude of the confounder to be three times 

as strong as being a Democrat (see Figure E1). We find similar effects of sensitivity of lobbying 

in support. 

To ensure that our results are not driven by one particular bill, we run a jackknife analysis 

on our results, systematically removing one bill at a time and rerunning our main model. We 

examine the coefficients and p-values of our main variables (see Figure E3 for these respective 

distributions) and we find very little variation, suggesting that no single bill is disproportionately 

driving these results. 
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Table E1: Assembly Committee Passage with Additional Control Variables 
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Table E2: Assembly Committee Passage with Staffer FEs 
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Table E3: Assembly Committee Passage for Bills Referred to One Committee 
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Table E4: Assembly Committee Passage with Split Diversity Measures 
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Table E5: Assembly Committee Passage with Issue-Based Diversity Measures 
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Table E6: Assembly Committee Passage with Issue-Organization Based Diversity Measures 
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Table E7: Assembly Committee Passage with Lobbyist-Letter Writer Measures 

  



52 

Table E8: Assembly Committee Passage with Oppositional Lobbying Measure 
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Table E9: Assembly Committee Passage with Conservative Lobbying Imputation 

Strategy 
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Figure E1. Sensitivity of Diversity of Letter Support to Unobserved Confounders 
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Figure E2. Sensitivity of Imputed Lobbying Support to Unobserved Confounders 
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Figure E3: Distribution of Coefficients and P-Values of Diversity of Support Letters Across 

Jackknife Models 

 
 

 


