Chapter 11. Interest Groups
Interest group activities inundate American politics – you can find them lobbying at the local, state, and federal level, and you can find them working feverously within each of the branches of government. 
All this lobbying activity poses an interesting paradox – although turnout in elections has declined since 1960, participation in interest groups has mushroomed. 

This chapter focuses on three major themes – factors leading to the growth in interest groups, how interest groups enter to policymaking process, and what they get out of it.

The Role of Interest Groups
All Americans have some interest they want represented. Therefore, organizing to promote these interests is an essential part of democracy. 
In fact, through the 1st Amendment, the Constitution guarantees an individuals right to “peaceable assemble, and petition the Government for a redress of grievance”

Interest Groups: an organization of people with similar policy goals who enter the political process to try to achieve those goals. Whatever their goal, interest groups  pursue their interests at every level of government, and within each branch of government.
Parties and interest groups differ in two ways: interest groups are policy specialists, while political parties are policy generalists; interest groups do not run political candidates, while political parties use the electoral process to push their policy platforms.
Theories of Interest Groups
Pluralist Theory: politics is mainly a competition among groups; each one pressing for its own policy preferences. All interests are represented; 
Elite Theory: society is divided along class lines; the group with power is the upper class elite.
Hyperpluralist Theory: too many groups are getting too much of what they want; government policies become contradictory and lacking direction. In this case, groups are so strong that government is weak; pluralism gone bad.
How do these theories of democracy fit in with interest groups?
Pluralism and Group Theory: pluralists believe that interest groups will win some battles and lose others; and that no group will win or lose all the time.  
To understand interest groups, pluralists offer a Group Theory of Politics. This theory argues that:

· Groups provide a key link between people and government. Once interests are organized, they can turn to government and get a hearing. 

· Groups compete. Labor, business, farmers, consumers, environmentalists, and other interests constantly make competing claims on the government. 
· No one group is likely to become too dominant. If one group flexes their muscles, the other group will do the same. Because for every action there is a reaction, power remains balanced. 
· Groups usually play by the “rules of the game” Few groups rely on lying, stealing, cheating, or engaging in violence to get their way (pro-life radicals). Group politics is usually a fair fight.
· Groups weak in one resource can use another.  While big business may have money on their side, labor has large numbers on their side. All legitimate groups are able to affect policy by one mean or another. 
Elites and the Denial of Pluralism: while pluralists are impressed by the large number of organized interests, elites are impressed by how insignificant most of them are. Elites argue that real power is held be a few people, groups, and institutions. 
Elites critique pluralists by pointing of the concentration of power in a few hands. When elites claim that power is distributed, elites point out that it is only being distributed to the powerful. 

In light of these discrepancies, the elitists’ view of interest groups asserts the following:

· The fact that there are many interest groups is meaningless because not all groups have the same power.

· Major power is held by the largest corporations.

· The power of a few is extensive and interlocking.

· Although some groups may win small battles, the larger battles are won by the corporate elites.

Elite theorists conclude that even honest lobbying is problematic because the outcomes tend to benefit a few at the expense of many. 
Hyperpluralism and Interest Group Liberalism: Hyperpluralist are also critical of pluralism arguing that the pluralist system is out of control. 

Theodore Lowi coined the phrase interest group liberalism; the notion that all pressure group demands are legitimate and it is the job of government to advance them all. 
Interest group liberalism is promoted through a network of Subgovernments. 

Subgovernments = Iron Triangles = a network of groups within the American political system that exercise a great deal of control over specific policy areas. 
Composition of Subgovernments: key interest group leaders interested in policy X; the government agency charged with administering X policy; and the members of the congressional committee and subcommittee handling policy X. 

The goal of subgovernment players – to protect their self interests. 

See Overhead Figure 7.3 Iron Triangles
Hyperpluralists’ major criticism of the interest group system is that the relationship between groups and government has become too cozy. They argue that:

· Groups have become too powerful as the government tries to appease every conceivable interest.

· Interest group liberalism is aggravated by numerous subgovernments – subgovernments with a comfortable relationship between a government agency, the interest groups it deals with, and congressional subcommittee members. 

· Try to please every group results in contradictory and conflicting policies. 

What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
Many factors affect the success of an interest group – the size of the group, its intensity, and its financial resources. 
The Surprising Ineffectiveness of Large Groups: while one might assume that large interests groups are more powerful than small ones, this is not necessarily the case. In fact, smaller groups have organizational advantages over larger groups (Schattschneider).
To shed light on this point, two distinction need to be made in terms of group membership:

Potential Groups = all the people who might be interest group members because they share some common interests (ex: people who oppose gun control regulations). The potential group is always larger than the actual group.

Actual Groups = the part of the potential group consisting of members who actually join an interest group (ex: people who oppose gun control regulations and are members of the NRA). 
Mancur Olson discusses the effects of this phenomenon by pointing out that all groups are in the business of providing a collective good. 

Collective Good = something of value (money, a tax write off, prestige, clean air…) that cannot be withheld from a group member. 
(Ex. When the AFL-CIO wins a higher minimum wage, all low paid workers benefits – whether they are members of the union or not. In other words, members of the potential group share in the benefits secured by members of the actual group.)

This leads to the Free Rider Problem.

Free Rider Problem = when people do not join a group because they know they can benefit from the groups activities without officially joining. The bigger the group, the bigger the problem. (Ex. Sierra Club, environmental legislations, benefit members and non-members)
The bigger the interest group, the bigger the problem. 

Olson’s Law of Large Groups = Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, the larger the group, the further it will fall short of providing an optimal amount of a collective good. (Ex. The larger the group, the more unlikely members are to make donations; without money, the group cannot function. Smaller groups tend to have financial interest; therefore, they invest time and money into their interest groups because they seek to reap significant financial rewards). 
The primary way for large groups to overcome Olson’s Law is to provide attractive benefits exclusively for those who join the organizations 

Selective Benefits = goods (such as information publications, travel discounts, group insurance rates…) that a group can restrict to those who pay their annual dues. 
(Ex. AARP membership benefits – information, insurance, representation, other benefits, publications, travel and lodging discounts, and other social reasons)
Intensity: another way for large groups to mobilize is through an issue people feel intense about. 
Single-Issue Groups = groups that have narrow interests, tend to dislike compromise, and often draw membership from people new to politics. 
(Ex. Abortion – Pro Life or Pro Choice; Death Penalty – For or Against)

Financial Resources: one of the major problems of the interest group system is that it is biased toward the wealthy. (Ex. The poverty problem continues to go unsolved because there are not Poor People PACs or Interest Groups). In fact, the top 25 most powerful interest groups (those with the most political clout) are powerful because they spend billions yearly lobbying and in campaign contributions (Ex. NRA, AARP, AFL-CIO…).

However, it is important to note that money doesn’t always equal policy victory. Big interests don’t always win.   
The Interest Group Explosion
Between 1959-2001, interest groups have grown from 6,000 to 22,000. One of the main reasons there has been an explosion in interest groups has been due to technological innovations. 

As noted by Andrew McFarland, technology has made it easier to coordinate constituent activities and lobbyist efforts. (Ex. NORML sends thousands of fax and e-mail messages to Congressmen when marijuana legislation emerges by reaching out to its members through their listserv.) 
How Groups Try to Shape Policy
Interest groups do not have the staff, money and time to do everything possible to achieve their policy goals. They much choose between different strategies from lobbying, electioneering, litigation, and appeals to the public. 

Lobbying: communications directed to a government decision maker in order to influence their decisions; lobbying is done by someone other than a citizen acting on their own behalf. 
Lobbyists are political persuaders who represent organized groups. 

Though lobbyists try to influence members of Congress, they can also help members of Congress.

· They are important sources of information – lobbyists are policy experts.

· They can help politicians with political strategies for getting legislation through

· They can help formulate campaign strategies and get the groups members behind a politicians reelection campaign

· They are sources of ideas and innovations – policy entrepreneurs 

Lobbying can either be crude or graceful; lobbyists can be heavy handed (money and support) or cooperative. 

Electioneering: the key to lobbying is to get the right person elected and to keep them in office; this is often done through electioneering. 
Electioneering = direct group involvement in the electoral process. Groups can fund campaigns, provide testimony, and get members to work for candidates.  
Some groups even form PACs – channel campaign contributions up to $5000 to candidates. Since, 1974, PACs have grown from 608 to 3,868 in 2004 (see chapter 9 notes for further information on PACs)
See Overhead Figure 7.2 PACs in the United States, 1974-1999
(Ex. In 2002, Major League Baseball PACs gave $288,000 to candidates favoring baseball-related business legislations)
PACs fund candidates because they see this as an investment in their future. Money tends to go to incumbents because they are most likely able to make returns on those investments. 

Not only does money go to incumbents, but it goes to those who meet the following criteria’s:

· Are on committees that are important to their interests
· Are supportive of the issue important to the group

· Have facilities associated with group interests in their districts or state

· Are helpful with executive and regulatory agencies related to their interest

· Are in leadership positions that enable them to influence issue that affect the PAC

Litigation: if interest groups fail in congress, they go to the courts. 
(Ex. The most famous interest group victories in the courts were by civil rights groups in the 1950s. While congress stalled on civil rights bills, these groups went to the courts to obtain school desegregation, equal housing, and labor market equality.)

There are two techniques groups can use to influence the courts:

Amicus Curiae Briefs = friends of the court = amicus briefs are written arguments submitted to the courts in support of one side of a case. Through these written depositions, a group states its collective position as well as how there group will be affected by the case outcome. 
(Ex. Regents of the University of California vs. Bakke)

Class Action Suits = a more direct judicial strategy employed by interest groups. Enable a small group of people in a similar situation to combine their common grievances into a single suit. 
(Ex. Airline industry regulation = all stewardesses had to be unmarried = flight attendants class action lawsuit)
Going Public: groups are also interested in the opinion of the public because public opinion makes its way to policymakers. 
Interest groups market their stand on an issue and their reputation. (Ex. Teamsters Union moved their image from an organization influenced by organized crime to an organization of hard working men and women.)

Types of Interest Groups
Economic Interests: all economic interests concern wages, prices, and/or profits. 
Labor: 14 million workers are members of unions belonging to AFL-CIO (a union of unions); several million are also members of non-AFL-CIO unions (ex. teachers unions). American unions work to ensure better working conditions and higher wages. 
Business: America’s power elite is dominated by leaders of the biggest banks, insurance companies, and multinational corporations. 70% of all interest groups in DC represent business interests, and business PACs have increased dramatically since the mid 1970s. Two umbrella organizations represent most corporations and businesses – the Chamber of Commerce and the National Association of Manufactures. 
Environmental Interests: the newest political interest group represents environmentalists – Sierra Club, Green Peace, and the Audubon Society. These groups promote pollution control policies, wilderness protection, and population control. They are also against strip mining, the Alaskan oil pipeline, offshore oil drilling, supersonic aircrafts, and nuclear power plants. 
The concerns of environmentalists are often at odds with energy goals. Energy producers argue that increasing energy demands must be met, and that by opposing every new energy project the energy problem will escalate. 

Equality Interests: the 14th Amendment guarantees equal protection under the law. However, American history has shown that this is easier said than done. Two sets of interests – women and minorities – have made equal rights their main policy goal. The major interests groups are NOW (anti-gender discrimination) and the NAACP (anti-race discrimination). 
Consumer and Public Interests Lobbies: thousands of groups champion the public interest. 
Public Interests Lobbies = opposite of selective benefits = a collective good, which will not benefit the members or activities of the group, but will benefit all. 
(Ex. Ralph Nader, single handed took on big business in the name of consumerism)
(Ex. 1973, Congress responded to consumer advocacy by creating the Consumer Product Safety Commission to regulate consumer products and ban dangerous ones.)
Conclusion

The issue of controlling interest groups is crucial to American democracy. 

Although some may argue that interests group help divide political influence, others claim that they corrupt American society. 

You be the judge. 

