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Interest Groups inAmerican Politics
 Chapter 13
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Outline
 • Montage of Interest Groups
 • Three Definitions of Interest Groups
 • Theories of Interest Groups in Politics
 • What Makes Interest Groups Successful?
 • How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 • Assessing the Role of Interest Groups in Democratic Governance
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What are Interest Groups?Three Definitions
 • Neutral: Private organizations or associations that seek to influence government policies as a way to protect or advance some interest or concern.
 • Negative: Special interests that seek advantage over other groups and against the public interest.
 • Positive: An instrument of democracy; an alternative path by which Americans can influence their government.
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Theories of Interest Group Politics
 • Pluralist Theory
 • Elite Theory
 • Hyper-pluralist Theory
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Theories of Interest Group Politics: Pluralism
 • Definition:
 – Groups provide the key link between the people and the government.
 – Politics is mainly a competition among groups, not individuals, with each group pressing for its own preferred policies.
 – Many centers of power exist with many diverse groups competing for power.
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Theories of Interest Group Politics: Pluralism
 • Key Assumption:
 – No group becomes too dominate, i.e., no group wins or loses all the time.
 BUT …
 "The flaw in the pluralist heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent."
 -- E.E.Schattsschneider
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Theories of Interest Group Politics: Elitism
 – Societies are divided along class lines and that an upper-class elite will rule, regardless of the formal niceties of governmental organization.
 – Numerous groups means nothing, the power is not equally divided among them - some have much more.
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Theories of Interest Group Politics: Elitism
 – The power is strengthened by a system of interlocking directorates of these corporations and other institutions.
 – Lobbying is a problem because it benefits the few at the expense of the many.
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Theories of Interest Group Politics: Hyperpluralism
 – Groups are so strong that government is weakened.
 – “Iron Triangles” (combinations of groups, bureaucracy and congressional committees and subcommittees) keep government from working properly.
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What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
 • Financial Resource
 – Not all groups have equal amounts of money.
 – Monetary donations usually translate into access to the politicians - a phone call, a meeting, etc.
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What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
 • Intensity
 – Single-Issue groups: Groups that focus on a narrow interest and dislike compromise.
 – Groups may focus on an emotional issue, providing them with a psychological advantage.
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What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
 • The Surprising Ineffectiveness of Large Groups
 – “Free-Rider” problem: Some people don’t join interest groups because they benefit from the group’s activities without officially joining.
 – Consumer groups have a particularly difficult time organizing - the benefits they win are spread over the entire population.
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What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
 – The bigger the group, the larger the free-rider problem.
 – Small groups are better organized and more focused on the group’s goals.
 – Groups provide “selective benefits” as a way to overcome the free rider.
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• Lobbying
 • Electioneering
 • Litigation
 • Going Public
 Four Ways That Groups Try to Shape Policy
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How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 • Lobbying
 – “communication by someone other than a citizen acting on his own behalf, directed to a governmental decisionmaker with the hope of influencing his decision.”
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How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 – Lobbyists are a source of information.
 – Lobbyists can help politicians plan political strategies for legislation.
 – Lobbyists can help politicians plan political strategies for reelection campaigns.
 – Lobbyists can provide ideas and innovations that can be turned into policies that the politician can take credit for.
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How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 • Electioneering
 – Direct group involvement in the election process.
 – Political Action Committee (PAC): Used by corporations and unions to donate money to candidates. Sometimes used by groups as well.
 – Groups are often picky about who gets money.
 – Groups can do more than just donate money.
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How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 • Litigation– If an interest group fails in one area, the
 courts may be able to provide a remedy.– Interest groups can file “amicus curiae”
 briefs in court cases to support their position.
 – “Class action lawsuits” permit small groups of people to try and correct a situation on behalf of a much larger group.
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How Groups Try to Shape Policy
 • “Going Public”
 – Groups try and cultivate a good public image.
 – Groups use marketing strategies to influence public opinion of the group and its issues.
 – Groups will purchase advertising to motivate the public about an issue.
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Questions: Assessing the Role of Interest Groups
 • Do interest groups, on balance, help or hurt the practice of democracy in the United States?
 • Do interest groups, on balance, help or hurt the fashioning of coherent and effective public policies?
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The Benefits of Interest Groups for Citizens
 • Promote interest in public affairs
 • Provide useful information
 • Serve as watchdogs
 • Represent the interest of citizens
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The Negatives: Policy Consequences
 • Incoherence – Policies that are inherently incompatible or affect consequences for budgets
 • Gridlock – Failure to compromise produces failure to respond to problems
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The Negatives: Violations of Political Equality
 • Representational inequalities
 • Resource inequalities
 – PACs/ Soft money/ Independent expenditures
 • Access inequality
 – The “privileged” position of business
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What is to be done?
 • Strengthen the institutions of majoritarian democracy
 • Expand the “scope of conflict”/ convert interest group politics to party politics
 • Make America more equal
 • Shift to parliamentary democracy
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