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Groups and Interests 

•  Interest groups: foundations and types 
–  Not all interest groups are the same. 

•  For example, not all are lobbyists, or even wealthy 
organizations. 

 

•  Proliferation 
–  Why so many more groups in recent years? 
 

•  Influence methods 
How do they influence people and policy? 



The Character of Interest Groups 



The Character of Interest Groups 

•  Philosophical rationale for interest groups: 
–  Founders held that people in a free society would always 

pursue their interests. 
–  The goal is to ensure they do not harm others in the 

process. 
•  Interest groups and First Amendment 

–   Courts recognize interest group rights in terms of free 
speech, assembly, petition government, press. 

•  Contributions and ads are forms of political speech. 
 



The Character of Interest Groups 

•  Pluralism: theory that citizens connect to the 
government through interest groups that compete in 
the public sphere 
–  Interest groups invigorate marketplace of ideas. 

•  The desired result is compromise, moderation, and 
understanding of a range of viable options. 



The Character of Interest Groups 



The Character of Interest Groups 

•  Interest group: organization that tries to influence 
the government’s programs and policies 

•  Lobby: like an interest group, but focused on trying 
to influence elected officials 

•  Public affairs committee: fund-raising organization 
that tries to influence elections 

 

Groups may include various combinations of these three factors. 



The Character of Interest Groups 

•  Interest groups perform many functions: 
–  Speak on behalf of members 
–  Mobilize citizens 
–  Keep citizens informed 
–  Hold officials accountable 
–  Litigate on behalf of individuals 

•  Individuals cannot do these tasks on their own. 
–  Time, access to policymakers, logistical operations 



Common Types of Interest Groups 

•  Business & agriculture 
–  Industry organizations 

and specific companies 
 

•  Labor union groups 
–  AFL-CIO, pilots, teachers 

(some states) 
 

•  Professional groups 
–  AMA (doctors) 

•  Public interest groups 
–  Consumer protection, 

environmental 
 

•  Ideological 
–  Religious, libertarian, 

conservative, liberal 
 

•  Public sector 
–  Universities, think tanks, 

research lobbies  



Organizational Components 

•  Key features of interest group organization: 
–  Leadership 
–  Money 
–  Office locations 
–  Members 



Organizational Components 

•  Leadership and decision-making structure 
–  The initial leadership core is often replaced by political 

professionals when a group grows. 
–  Leaders need to find balance. 

•  Must share members’ interests  
•  Must be politically connected 



Organizational Components 

•  Money: operating a large group is expensive.  How 
can these groups be funded?   
–  Membership fees or dues 
–  Donations and contributions 
–  Paid for services 

•  Research reports, presentations, exclusive data 
–  Advertising in their publications and on their websites 



Organizational Components 

•  Office locations 
–  D.C. office could mean more influence, minimally easier 

access 
–  Many groups begin local or online. 

•  Membership types 
–  Member-based: bottom-up structure (AARP, NRA) 
–  Staff based: organization without members 

•  Donor-based, professional researchers (example: 
Children’s Defense Fund) 



Free Rider Dilemma 

•  How to attract paid members when benefits are 
available to all, whether they join or not? 

•  Example: Sesame Street viewers v. PBS donors 
 

•  Resolution: selective benefits 
 

–  Informational: publications, websites, meetings 
 

–  Material: discounts, logo-themed stuff 
 

–  Solidary: community and connectedness 

–  Purposive: personal satisfaction, actual advocacy 



Free Rider Dilemma 



Example: American Association of Retired 
Persons (AARP) 

•  Started as group to help retired teachers purchase 
affordable life insurance 

•  Now has 35 million members. How? 
•  Benefits: 

–  Informational 
–  Material 
–  Solidary 
–  Purposive 

 
 



The Characteristics of Members 

"The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly 
chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.”  

         –E.E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign 
People 

•  Group membership appeal and participation favors 
people with more education and income. 
–  More time, money, and expertise to give 
–  More likely to be asked to join 
–  Higher sense of efficacy 

 



Proliferation of Groups 

•  The number of interest groups has grown 
exponentially over the last few decades. 

 
•  Primary explanations for this trend: 

1.  Expansion of government 
2.  New politics of interest groups 
3.  Technology 



Proliferation of Groups 

•  Expansion of government: groups coalesce around 
spending and political forces. 
–  Push for new government spending (all sorts) 

•  Medicine, technology, education, energy, transportation  
–  Push for less government spending 
–  Advocate government regulation (or limits) 
–  To support new programs 
–  To counter other groups 



Proliferation of Groups 

•  New Politics movement: generation that was active 
in protest politics late 60s/early 70s related to 
Vietnam and civil rights movements 
–  High sense of efficacy 

•  Makes sense, policy changed when they participated 
–  See groups as key mechanism for political change 

•  Information technology 
–  Facts: spending, prior efforts, potential impacts  
–  People: mobilize, fund-raise, connect 



Direct Lobbying 



How Interest Groups Influence Congress 

•  Direct lobbying: an attempt by a group to influence 
the policy process through persuasion of public 
officials. 

•  Many methods: 
–  Meetings where information is shared 
–  Lawsuits 
–  Public relations campaigns (ads directed at members, the 

public and elected officials) 
–  Fund-raising for candidates, parties, and/or issues 



How Interest 
Groups Influence 

Congress 



Lobbying the President 



How Interest Groups Influence Congress 

•  Effective lobbyists have two things: 
–  Access to members of Congress (policy-makers) 

•  Strong ties between the lobbyist and Congress; very 
often former members themselves or former high-
ranking congressional staffers 

•  Raise money for MC’s campaign in return for access 
–  Information 

•  Research complex topics and extensive details on 
specific issues to convince Congress and key staffers 

•  Share in manner easy to grasp AND take a side (theirs) 



Grassroots Mobilization 



How Interest Groups Influence Congress 

•  Lobbyists generate cooperative campaigns, 
multiplying their potential impact: 
–  Grassroots support, fund-raising, media efforts 
–  Lobbying members of Congress 

•  Members of Congress often ask for favors: 
–  Campaign contributions 
–  Host fund-raisers for their campaign 
–  Mobilize members  



Cultivating Access 



How Interest Groups Influence the Executive 
Branch 

•  Lobbyists do not need to reach the president directly, 
and rarely attempt to do so. 

•  They focus on reaching senior officials and the 
president’s trusted senior staffers. 
–  Recall that presidential appointees at top levels frequently 

come from industries they oversee. 
•  VERY well-versed in their agencies; well-connected, too 

 



The Iron Triangle 

•  Members of Congress get on committees that will 
help their constituents. This can mean a trade-off 
between supporting businesses instead of regulating 
them. 

•  This raises concerns about “the iron triangle.” 
–  Congress and the relevant regulating agency are prone to 

act on behalf of industry and/or interest groups at the 
expense of constituents. 

 



The Iron Triangle 



Attempts To Make Lobbying Ethical 

•  Obama administration bans all lobbyists from being 
hired by his administration for one year. 
–   Notable exceptions were made, though. 

•  All lobbyists must register as such. 
•  Businesses and trade associations cannot write off 

lobbying expenses. 
•  More disclosure rules 
•  No gifts over $50 in value  



Mobilizing Public Opinion 

•  Going public: campaign to gain mass public 
awareness and support on a given issue 
–  Institutional advertising 

•  For example, ads highlighting doctors in favor/
opposition to the Affordable Health Care Act  

–  Organizing protests and demonstrations 
•  For example, recent DREAM Act activists events 

–  Getting members to petition Congress directly 
•  For example, massive volume of phone calls to 

members of Congress to reduce national debt 
 



Using Electoral Politics 

•  Interest groups try to get favorable legislators  
elected. 
–  Political Action Committees (PACs) can contribute $5,000 

to a candidate’s primary or general election fund. 
–  They can host as many fund-raisers as they wish, though, 

where others may contribute. 
•  Interest groups also advance or oppose many state 

ballot initiatives relevant to their interests. 



Growth of Political Action Committees, 
1980–2012 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

Who is Represented by PACs? 

CHAPTER 11 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

PAC Contributions to Federal Candidates in 2010 

By sector 

SOURCES: www.fec.gov; www.opensecrets.org (accessed 9/26/12). 

Corporate 

Nonconnected / Ideological 

Labor 

Other 

> $50,000,000 

Labor 
$63,665,882 

Finance, Insurance & Real Estate 
$62,909,712 

Ideological 
$60,279,974 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

PAC Contributions to Federal Candidates in 2010 

SOURCES: www.fec.gov; www.opensecrets.org (accessed 9/26/12). 

Corporate 

Nonconnected / Ideological 

Labor 

Other 

$25,000,000 – 49,999,999 

Health 
$54,641,685 

Misc. business  
$37,791,850 

Energy & natural resources  
$28,858,057 

By sector 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

PAC Contributions to Federal Candidates in 2010 

SOURCES: www.fec.gov; www.opensecrets.org (accessed 9/26/12). 

Corporate 

Nonconnected / Ideological 

Labor 

Other 

$20,000,000 – 24,999,999 

Communications / electronics  
$24,972,482 

Agribusiness  
$22,950,208 

Transportation  
$21,118,906 

By sector 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

PAC Contributions to Federal Candidates in 2010 

SOURCES: www.fec.gov; www.opensecrets.org (accessed 9/26/12). 

Corporate 

Nonconnected / Ideological 

Labor 

Other 

< $20,000,000 

Lawyers & lobbyists  
$15,916,526 

Defense  
$14,263,964 

Construction 
$15,534,354 

Other 
$1,344,461 

By sector 



WHO ARE AMERICANS? 

Registered PACs in 2011−12  

By category 

SOURCES: www.fec.gov; www.opensecrets.org (accessed 9/26/12). 

Corporate 
1,786 

Other 
153 

Labor 
297 

Nonconnected/ 
Ideological 

2,442 

Trade/ 
Membership/ 

Health 
989 



Using Electoral Politics 

•  Campaign activism 
–  Nonprofits cannot explicitly campaign or fund-raise for the 

election of a candidate. 
•  Get Out The Vote (GOTV) mobilization campaigns 
•  Report cards 

– Assign grades based on votes on issues that are 
important to the group 

•  Raising awareness among members 
– Updates via e-mails, newsletters, calls, other 

communications 



Public Opinion Poll 

 Are limits to interest group spending on political 
contributions and ads a good idea, or do such limits 
impose on free speech and liberty? 

  
a)  Limits to interest group spending are a good idea. 
b)  Limits to interest group spending violate free speech 

and liberties. 
c)  Limits to interest group spending impose on free 

speech and liberty, but are also a good idea. 



Public Opinion Poll 

 Do you think it is appropriate for colleges and 
universities to lobby local, state, and federal 
governments?  

 
a)  Yes 
b)  No 



Public Opinion Poll 

 Are elected officials and candidates influenced 
more by the concerns of interest groups or voters?  

 
a)  Interest group concerns more influential 
b)  Voter concerns more influential 
c)  Both equally influential 



Public Opinion Poll 

 Is it a good thing that interest groups representing 
views similar to your own (internet privacy, liberal 
or conservative causes) lobby elected officials?  

  
a)  Yes, it is a good thing interest groups lobby on 

issues/positions similar to my own. 
b)  No, it is not a good thing that groups lobby on 

issues/views similar to my own.  



Public Opinion Poll 

 Should former elected officials be banned from 
lobbying their former colleagues (like members of 
Congress), or would such a ban impose on their 
personal freedom/liberty?  

a)  Former elected officials should not be allowed to lobby 
their former co-workers. 

b)  It would be unfair to limit job options, even for former 
elected officials. 

c)  Banning former elected officials from lobbying is a good 
idea, even if it imposes on their personal liberties. 



Chapter 11: Groups and Interests 

• Quizzes 
• Flashcards 
• Outlines 
• Exercises 
wwnorton.com/we-the-people 



Following this slide, you will find additional images, 
figures, and tables from the textbook. 
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Do Foreign Interests Exert Influence 
in the United States? 



Organizational Components 



Groups and Interests 



The New Politics Movement and Public Interest 
Groups 



Strategies: The Quest for Political Power 



Cultivating Access 



Digital Citizens 



Thinking Critically about Groups and Interests: 
Dilemmas of Reform 


