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Honest Leadership and
Open Government Act Background
In September 2007, ten months after lobbyist Jack Abramoff became inmate 27953-112, President Bush signed into
law the Honest Leadership and Open Government Act (HLOGA). HLOGA is now in its fifth year as the central law
regulating lobbying at the federal level, yet it remains unclear whether time has improved the advocacy community’s
understanding of its provisions. What is HLOGA’s aim? How does it affect advocacy? These questions seem to
resonate more by the day.
As cited in its summary, the chief aim of HLOGA is “to provide greater transparency in the legislative process.” This
boils down to two aspects of advocacy: disclosure and ethics. Disclosure under HLOGA is stricter than it had been
under its predecessor, the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA). Lobbyists must now report their income, expenditures,
and activities more frequently, while individuals and their organizations that were previously exempt from any reporting
are now included.
In the case of ethics, lobbyists are required to understand House and Senate rules on what constitutes a gift. This is
itself an ordeal, as exceptions abound. Food is a gift, but only sometimes. While a breakfast of so-called “finger
foods” like bagels, muffins, and doughnuts are fair game, eggs and bacon are fraught with consequence and the
danger of breaking the rules.
And it is the potential for negative consequences that most elicits people’s attention. Before HLOGA, disclosure
requirements and murky gift rules existed, but were perceived as lacking sanctions. To compensate, HLOGA’s
authors quadrupled potential fines, introduced criminal penalties for compliance failure, and mandated annual audits
by the Government Accountability Office (GAO). According to Cleta Mitchell, Partner at Foley & Larner LLP and an
expert on HLOGA compliance, “[t]he new law requires an attention to detail on a level that was not necessary under
the prior law….”
This survey looks to ascertain the impact of HLOGA’s enactment on the Washington advocacy community. What
burden, if any, has been placed on the lobbyist’s trade? How, in the lobbyist’s eyes, has the law affected the ability of
Congress to receive good information on legislative issues? In the following pages, these and other questions are
examined in detail.
I would especially like to thank the members of the lobbying (advocacy) community for graciously taking the time to
provide their input on this landmark research.
David K. Rehr, PhD
Adjunct Professor
Graduate School of Political Management
George Washington University
davidrehr@gwu.edu
(202)-510-2148
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Methodology
The research consisted of four stages: development of the survey, refinement of questions, sending out the
survey and data analysis.
Questions were drawn from conversations with current and former lobbyists, the research team at the
Graduate School of Political Management at George Washington University, Lobbyists.info and ORI. The
survey was launched on Monday, October 1, and concluded the following Tuesday, October 9, 2012.
Survey participants were sourced from Lobbyists.info. The total sample consisted of 17,951 registered and
non-registered federal lobbyists. All survey links were individualized so no one could take the survey more
than once. Responses were anonymous and aggregated.
On several questions, respondents had an opportunity to either expand their answers or provide alternative
choices by selecting “other.” These answers generally do not offer statistical significance, but rather enrich
the overall picture of HLOGA’s impact.
STATUS

Lobbyists

Invited

17,951

Started but not completed

395

Completed

865

Margin of error

+/- 3.2

Note: Percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.
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Lobbyist Respondent Demographics

Are you currently registered
as a lobbyist?

What is your gender?

0.5% 0.5%

1.1%

19.6%
30.5%
Yes
No

Male

Don't know
/No opinion

Female

Not Answered

Not Answered

79.9%

69.5%

What is your political party
affiliation?

What is your age?
0.1%
8.0% 0.8%
11.9%

0.8% 1.7%
33.4%

40.0%
Democrat

26.7%

26.6%

18-25 years
26-35 years

Independent
36-45 years
Non-Affiliated
46-55 years
Republican
56-65 years
Other
(please specify)

Over 65 years

Not Answered

Not Answered

11.1%
14.7%

Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012

26.7%

03

HLOGA
Five Years Later

Top Findings
Nearly 60% of lobbyists are somewhat familiar/very familiar with the Honest
Leadership and Open Government Act (HLOGA)
A majority of lobbyists believe HLOGA has brought increased transparency to the
lobbying profession
48.2% of lobbyists believe that HLOGA has not brought improved governance to the
lobbying profession
A majority of lobbyists believe that HLOGA has made it slightly/much more difficult to
interact with congressional staff
A majority of lobbyists believe that HLOGA has damaged the ability of Congress to
better understand different perspectives on legislative issues
71% of lobbyists personally fill out an LD-2 Disclosure Form; 82% lobbyists
personally fill out an LD-203 Form
Two-thirds of lobbyists spend three hours or less completing lobbying disclosure
forms each time forms are filed
A majority of lobbyists believe Congress provides enough direction for properly filing
disclosure forms
A near majority of lobbyists believe Congress should offer ethics training for those
who wish to influence Congress
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Which of the following best describes your role or function?
1%
1% 1.9%
4.5%

16%

Partner/Principal
President/CEO
Executive/Vice President

11.5%
31.6%

Manager/Director
Lobbyist
Counsel
Associate
Analyst

18.8%

Other

13.6%

Nearly one-third of the sample are self-described lobbyists
Nearly half of respondents hold senior positions in their organizations

Which of the following best describes your employer?
10.7%

Industry Association

23.1%

5.7%
1.9%
2.1%
1%
0.5

Interest Group/Non-Profit Organization
Independent Lobbying Firm
Corporation
Think Tank
Labor Union

15.9%
17.9%

University
Public Relations Firm
Sole Proprietor

21.2%

Other

The respondents represent a wide variety of organizations that engage in lobbying
One-in-five work for an independent lobbying firm
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How many years have you worked in advocacy?
51.7%

12.5%

12.2%
10.0%

8.7%

3.5%
1.4%

Less than
18 months

0.35%

18 months
to 3 years

4-6
years

7-9
years

10 - 12
years

13 - 15
years

15+
years

Not
Answered

A majority of lobbyists have worked more than 15 years in the lobbying field

How familiar are you with the Honest Leadership and
Open Government Act (HLOGA)?
33.3%
26.5%
20.9%
15.8%

3.4%
2.24%

Very
unfamiliar

Somewhat
unfamiliar

Don't Know
/No opinion

Somewhat
familiar

Very
familiar

Not
Answered

One third of lobbyists are somewhat familiar with HLOGA
Nearly 60% are somewhat familiar/very familiar with the law
Over 20% are very unfamiliar with the law
06

Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012

HLOGA
Five Years Later

To what extent do you agree that passage of the Honest Leadership and
Open Government Act (HLOGA) has made the following changes in the
lobbying (advocacy) business?

More
accountability

9.1%

Increased
transparency

8.2%

Improved
governance

22.5%

34.4%

16.7%

14.5%

23.1%

33.7%

2.7%

31.3%

46.7%

38.0%

5.2%

13.2%

0.6%

3.3%
Increased outside
campaign activities

Improved ethical
standards

12.0%

13.9%

Strongly Disagree

42.9%

29.0%

Disagree

26.8%

36.3%

Neither Agree nor Disagree

15.0%

19.2%

Agree

1.7%

Strongly Agree

In each category, the majority of respondents neither agree nor disagree on how HLOGA has
impacted lobbying
One-third of lobbyists believe that passage of HLOGA has brought more accountability;
almost just as many disagree
A majority of lobbyists believe passage of HLOGA has increased transparency in the
lobbying business; less than one-in-four disagree
Over 40% believe that HLOGA has increased outside campaign activities; 15% disagree
Over 40% do not believe that the passage of HLOGA has improved ethical standards in lobbying
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Has enactment of HLOGA affected your ability to...
1.4%
Do your job

6.9%

45.5%

0.6

37.7%
1.9%

Advocate on
behalf of your client(s)

5.9%

32.8%

0.6

15.1%

38.3%

0.4

37%

12.3%

13.9%
Made it much more difficult

35.4%

42.8%

29.0%

36.3%

Made it slightly more difficult
Not sure/No opinion

Not at all

2.9%

4.7%
1.7%

Interact with
Member(s) of Congress

3.0%

5.3%

50.5%

1.5%
Interact with
congressional staff

2.8%

5.1%

0.6
2.8%

4.5%

19.2% 1.7%
Made it slightly easier

Made it much easier

Did not advocate before enactment of HLOGA

A majority of lobbyists believe the enactment of HLOGA has made their job slightly/much more
difficult; only 2% believe it has made their job easier
50% of lobbyists do not believe that enactment of HLOGA has affected their ability to advocate on
behalf of their clients
53% believe HLOGA has made it much more/slightly more difficult to interact with
congressional staff
Almost half believe HLOGA has made it much more/slightly more difficult to interact
with members of Congress
Less than 2.5% of respondents believe enactment of the law made it easier for them in
any category
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In your opinion, has HLOGA damaged the ability of Congress to...
15.1%

48.3%

Yes
No
Don't Know/No Opinion

36.6%

Gather information to make
informed decisions

14.8%

Yes
No

54.4%
Don't Know/No Opinion

30.8%

Better understand different
perspectives on legislative issues

Nearly half of respondents believe HLOGA has damaged the ability of Congress to gather
information to make informed decisions
54% believe HLOGA has damaged the ability of Congress to better understand different
perspectives on legislative issues
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Have you personally filled out an LD-2 form?
71%

24.8%

2.0%

Yes

No

Don't know

2.2%
0.58%

Other

Not Answered

71% of lobbyists personally fill out the LD-2 form

Have you personally filled out an LD-203 form?
81.6%

15.8%

1.3%

Yes

No

Don't know

1.4%

Other

0.34%

Not Answered

Almost 82% of lobbyists personally fill out the LD-203 form
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[ONLY ANSWER IF YOU DO NOT FILL OUT THE LD-2 OR LD-203 FORM]
If you do not fill out the LD-2 form, what is the title of the person in your
organization who completes the paperwork?
5.5%
30.5%
26.9%

Secretary
Assistant
Grassroots/PAC Manager
Counsel

12.9%

Other (Please specify)

32.3%

Not Answered

22.4%

Almost one-in-four respondents use legal counsel to fill out the LD-2/LD-203 forms
Respondents who answered “Other” specified such titles as “Director” and “Director of Information.”
“Manager” and “Office Manager” were also common

In your experience, how challenging is it to complete and file legislative
disclosure forms?
6.1%

Completing
the forms

28.0%

32.7%

25.0%

6.0%
4.2%

Filing the
forms

39.1%

29.6%

15.4%
5.1%

Total

33.6%

Not at all challenging

31.1%

2.1%

20.1%

Slightly challenging

Moderately challenging

Extremely challenging

Don’t know/ N/A

2.7%
9.1%
2.4%
7.6%

Very challenging

One-in-three respondents find completing the forms slightly challenging; another one-in-four
find it moderately challenging; less than 9% find it either very challenging or extremely challenging
Less than 7% find filing the forms to be very challenging/extremely challenging; almost 40% find
filing the forms not challenging at all
Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012
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Estimate how much time you spend filing your personal lobby disclosure
forms EACH TIME THE REPORT IS FILED (be sure to include time spent
gathering material, reviewing filing, and actually filing the forms)
36.6%
32.0%

11.4%
8.5%
6.3%

5.1%
0.9%

Less than
1 hour

1-3
hours

3-4
hours

4-6
hours

Over 6
hours

Don't know
/No opinion

Not
Answered

Two-thirds of lobbyists spend three or fewer hours preparing, reviewing and filing the forms

Have you attended (either in person or via computer/phone) any ethics,
disclosure, or HLOGA specific training courses?*
Yes, found on my
own/recommended by
another lobbyist
12.4%

Yes, from
in-house
counsel
20.3%

No, but I obtained
training material
12.6%

No, and
I am not
interested
20.7%
Yes, from my
industry
association/trade
group
20.1%

No, as I have not
found suitable material
on the subject
2.7%
No, as the cost of training or
materials has been too high
3.5%

One-in-five lobbyists have not attended, nor are interested in attending, ethics, disclosure, or
HLOGA-specific training
Slightly over 20% received training from in-house counsel; another 20% from their industry
association/trade group

* The percentages indicated are a portion of total responses that include "Yes" and "No" answers
12
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Does the U.S. Congress (either the House or Senate) provide enough
direction for properly filing either the LD-2 or LD-203 disclosure forms?
52.5%

27.3%

20.2%

0.5%

Yes

No

Don't know
/No opinion

Not
Answered

A slight majority of lobbyists believe Congress provides enough direction to properly file
disclosure forms

Should the U.S. Congress offer ethics training to those who wish to
influence Congress?
45.3%
35.5%

19.1%

0.8%
Yes

No

Don't know
/No opinion

Not
Answered

Over 45% of lobbyists believe Congress should offer ethics training to those who wish to
lobby Congress
Nearly 20% do not know or have no opinion
Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012
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Have you or your organization enacted new compliance policies as a
direct result of the passage of HLOGA?
56.3%
32.8%

11.0%

0.8%

Yes

No

Don't know
/No opinion

Not
Answered

Over 50% of lobbyists and/or their organizations have enacted compliance policies as a direct
result of HLOGA

Have you ever worked as an employee of either of the following
institutions?

U.S.
Congress

Executive
Branch

54.3%

45.7%

25.9%

74.1%

Yes

No

Over half of the respondents have worked as employees of the U.S. Congress
Slightly more than one-in-four have worked for the Executive Branch of the federal government
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CROSS TABULATIONS
A number of cross tabulations were run to measure the extent to which respondents with similar backgrounds were in
agreement on certain topics, and how they differed from other respondents. Below we examine respondents' answers
by political party and registration status.

POLITICAL PARTY
To what extent do you agree that passage of the Honest Leadership and
Open Government Act (HLOGA) has brought more accountability to the
lobbying (advocacy) business?
Democrat
3.2% 1.8%

7.6%
Not Answered

33.5%
20.0%

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly

33.8%

Republican

2.1% 1.8% 10.6%
Not Answered

28.9%

Strongly Disagree

25.4%

Disagree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Agree
Agree Strongly

31.3%

25.4% of Republicans, compared with 20% of Democrats, disagree that HLOGA has made lobbyists
more accountable
33.5% of Democrats, compared with 28.9% of Republicans, have the opposite opinion
Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012
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Have you attended any ethics, disclosure or HLOGA-specific
training courses?*
Democrats who said yes:

11.8%

Yes, from in-house counsel

21.8%

Yes, from my industry
association/trade group
Yes, found on my
own/recommended by
another lobbyist

18.2%

Democrats who said no:

16.2%

18.5%

No, but I obtained training material
No, as I have not found suitable
material on the subject
No, as the cost of training or
materials has been too high
No, and I am not interested

3.2%

1.2%

* The percentages indicated are a portion of total responses that include "Yes" and "No" answers
16
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Republicans who said yes:

12.0%

21.5%

Yes, from in-house counsel
Yes, from my industry
association/trade group
Yes, found on my
own/recommended by
another lobbyist

20.1%

Republicans who said no:
9.9%

No, but I obtained training material
No, as I have not found suitable
material on the subject

23.6%
3.2%

No, as the cost of training or
materials has been too high
No, and I am not interested

3.5%

Nearly the same amount of Republicans (21.5%) and Democrats (21.8%) have received
HLOGA-specific training from in-house counsel
23.6% of Republicans, compared with 18.5% of Democrats responded that they are not interested in
attending HLOGA-specific training courses
16.2% of Democrats, compared with only 9.9% of Republicans, have received training material on
HLOGA ethics and disclosure
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REGISTRATION STATUS
Has enactment of HLOGA affected your ability to advocate on behalf of
your client(s)?
Registered Lobbyists
2.6%
0.3%
2.5%
4.4%
6.0%
1.9%

Not Answered
Made it much more difficult
Made it slightly more difficult
Not at all
Made it slightly easier
Made it much easier
Not sure/No opinion

33.7%

48.7%

Did not advocate before enactment of HLOGA

Unregistered Lobbyists

8.3%

4.1% 1.2%

5.3%

Not Answered

1.2%
1.8%

Made it much more difficult

25.4%

Made it slightly more difficult
Not at all
Made it slightly easier
Made it much easier
Not sure/No opinion

52.7%

Did not advocate before enactment of HLOGA

Registered lobbyists are much more likely to say HLOGA has made advocacy on behalf of clients
slightly/more difficult
A majority of 52.7% of unregistered lobbyists think HLOGA has not in any way made advocacy
more difficult
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Has enactment of HLOGA affected your ability to interact with
congressional staff?

Registered Lobbyists
2.8%
0.1%
3.5% 1.3%
1.5%

15.6%

Not Answered
Made it much more difficult
Made it slightly more difficult
Not at all
Made it slightly easier
Made it much easier

36.0%
39.2%

Not sure/No opinion
Did not advocate before enactment of HLOGA

Unregistered Lobbyists
8.3%

3.6% 0.6%

13.0%
Not Answered

1.2%
1.8%

Made it much more difficult
Made it slightly more difficult
Not at all

33.7%

Made it slightly easier
Made it much easier

37.9%

Not sure/No opinion
Did not advocate before enactment of HLOGA

Registered lobbyists agree strongly on the point that HLOGA has made interaction with
congressional staff slightly/more difficult
Lobbyists.info Copyright 2012
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In your opinion, has HLOGA damaged the ability for Congress to gather
information to make informed decisions?
Registered Lobbyists
12.5%

0.7%

49.9%
Not Answered
Yes
No
Don't know/No opinion

36.9%

Unregistered Lobbyists
0.6%
23.7%
41.4%
Not Answered
Yes
No
Don't know/No opinion

34.3%

Half of registered lobbyists, compared with 41.4% of unregistered lobbyists, say that HLOGA has
damaged the ability for Congress to gather information
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Should the U.S. Congress offer ethics training to those who wish to
influence Congress?
Registered Lobbyists
17.7%

0.6%

44.6%
Not Answered
Yes
No
Don't know/No opinion

37.1%

Unregistered Lobbyists

23.7%
47.3%

Yes
No
Don't know/No opinion

29.0%

A near majority of lobbyists (both registered and unregistered) believe the U.S. Congress should
offer ethics training to those who wish to influence Congress. 17.7% of registered lobbyists and
23.7% of unregistered lobbyists answered “No” to this question
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