“Interest Groups”

I. Explaining Proliferation

1. Interest groups are active participants in the political scene, lobbying for certain causes.

2. There are so many interest groups in the U.S. because there are so many cleavages, or differences, in opinion, because the Constitution contributes by giving so many points where they can contact the gov’t (political authority is shared by the president, the courts, and Congress), and because today’s weak political parties let lobbies work directly on the gov’t.

i. In Great Britain, centralization has made it so that only one group represents the farmers, one represents industry, and so on…

ii. To lobby is to try to influence gov’t decisions through petitions or other means; lobbyists are people whom, naturally, lobby for changes or actions.

3. Interest groups arise because of certain reasons (usually):

i. Broad economic developments create new interests and redefine old ones.

a. The farmers didn’t organize until they started selling their products through forces that THEY could not control (railroads, etc…).

ii. Gov’t policy helps create such groups (i.e. war creates veterans who can band together).

a. The Grand Army of the Republic was the first large such organization.

iii. Political organizations often emerge as results of social movements, where bands of people rally for a cause, like anti-slavery, women’s suffrage, and Darwinism.

iv. The more activities undertaken by the gov’t, the more organized groups there will be that will be interested in those activities, simply because America is so diverse.

a. When the gov’t starting making policies important to a certain subject, interest groups devoted to that subject sprang up.

II. Kinds of Organizations

1. Many interest groups are made up of corporations, law firms, or public relations firms, not necessarily individual members.

i. There are two types of interest groups: “institutional” groups and “membership” groups.

2. Institutional interest groups are individuals or organizations representing other organizations, like General Motors, which has a rep that represents it.

i. People in these groups tend to be interested in the bread-and-butter issues of vital concern to their clients, and some people who work in these groups (lawyers) can charge up to $250 an hour for their time—and thus are expected to do a lot!

ii. What they deliver varies with the company: the American Cotton Manufacturers Institute represents southern textile mills, but these mills are broad enough to let the institute to carry out clear policies based squarely on the business interests on its clients.

a. Other groups may not be like that because of more diversity in the group.

iii. Institutional interest groups can also represent governments, foundations, & universities.

3. Membership interest groups are made up of Americans who join because they feel strongly on an issue (religious, civic, or political feelings can play parts).

i. They are willing to join a group to make a real difference in a situation.

ii. On the other hand, people don’t join clubs JUST because they think that one member can make an enormous difference; instead, they have incentives that entice them.

a. Solidary incentives are the sense of pleasure, status, or companionship that arises out of meeting in small groups (for example, local members that support a national staff).

b. Material incentives include money or things and services that are valued by members and lure them into the group; they are tangible rewards.

c. Purposive incentives are based on an ideal of accomplishment, and when an interest group’s goal can benefit even those who don’t join, those who do are very ideological; these are ideological interest groups.

iii. A public-interest lobby will even benefit those people who are NOT members of it.

4. Most of these public-interest lobbies are controversial, and that controversy is what attracts people to the groups.

5. Membership groups that offer purposive incentives tend to be shaped by the times; the an issue is hot, there are bound to be more organizations there, and when it’s not, there’s less.

i. These groups try to take advantage of critical atmospheres, when the gov’t is hostile.

6. In many cases, an interest group does what its staff wants rather than what its members believe, especially when there are members that join for material incentives.

i. The staff will sometimes push for actions, even though the members want those actions.

III. Interest Groups and Social Movements

1. A social movement is a widely shared demand for change in some aspect of the social or political order.

i. One can be triggered by a scandal, widely publicized activities of a few leaders, or by the coming of age of a new generation that takes up a cause.

ii. which take strong positions, tackle decisive issues, and employ intense tactics to please their members.

IV. Funds for Interest Groups

1. Membership groups have more trouble raising money and are more crowded and small than institutional lobbies made up of wealthy companies or corporations.

2. A huge amount of lobbying groups receive money from foundation grants, which are donations that come from foundations like the Ford Foundation or the Rockefeller Family Fund.

3. Gov’t can sometimes give money that can indirectly support a group for doing a certain action(s).

4. The modern interest group can use direct-mail to solicit funds and donations from individuals.

V. The Problem of Bias

1. Some people think interest groups benefit the wealthy more because rich people are more likely to join them than poor people and interest groups representing businesses and professions are much more common than those representing minorities, consumers, and/or the disadvantaged.

2. It’s important to ask precisely what any “upper class bias” is so that one doesn’t just make an errant generalization, but one shouldn’t ignore the overrepresentation of business in Washington DC either.

VI. The Activities of Interest Groups


1. Size and wealth do not measure an interest group’s influence—what do are dramatic newspaper headlines, protests, suits in federal court that block actions, or big letter-writing campaigns.

2. The single most important tactic is to supply detailed and valid information, gathering it and supplying it in the most influential and persuasive way possible.

i. Constant, habitual suppliers of information to the gov’t can have great advantages over newer or contrasting suppliers of information.

ii. Public officials also want political cues, which are signals telling the official what values are at stake in an issue: if many respected groups are on the same side of an issue, an official will feel more securely about his/her own stance on that issue.

iii. Ratings are ways in which cues are made known, and they are designed to generate public support or opposition to various legislators.

iv. Ratings and cues can come instantaneously, now, due to the advent of fax machines.

3. Lobbyists used to use an “insider strategy” where they’d meet personally with Congressmen and exchange favors and information, but no, they use an “outsider strategy” where they spread information out to the public quickly, using grass-roots lobbying to get the members of the public to put pressure on the politicians.

4. Some lobbying groups, especially those that use an ideological appeal to attract supporters, will actually ATTACK the gov’t in order to embarrass them and therefore gain publicity (Ralph Nader) and get action.

i. Congressmen are skilled at seeing what kind of public pressure is forced and what kind should be heeded, so attacking the gov’t has varying effects in terms of action produced.

ii. With the enormous growth of political action committees (PAC’s) and the ease in which one can be formed, it’s likely that there is money supporting every side of almost all issues.

iii. Instead of PAC’s controlling Congress with money, sometimes, Congressmen tell PAC’s when to give them money, so that they might consider a certain action!

iv. Ideological PAC’s have risen faster than business or labor PACs and have raised more money than the other two, but they’ve donated less money to the other two as well.

5. There have been suggestions to lower the maximum PAC donation from $5000 to $2500, but the truth is that most PAC donations are small, spreading large sums of money over MANY candidates.

i. If PAC donations do make a difference it is only on some issues, not all, and the only thing that money really buys is access to the Congressmen.

6. There are some fears that a “revolving door” of politicians taking lucrative jobs in the private sector after they have helped interest groups will lead to the suffering of public interest.

i. Whether or not the “revolving door” really poses a problem is not really known, because a member of the FDA may approve a drug to get a good position at the company that makes that drug later, but a member of the Federal Trade Commission may want to prosecute businesses vigorously to prove that he can win cases later on when he works as a lawyer.

VII. Regulating Interest Groups


1. Lobbying cannot be made against the law, but in 1944, there was an ineffective law passed that required lobbyists to register.

i. In late 1995, a tighter law was passed that broadened a lobbyists to include people who spent at least 20% of their time lobbying, people who were paid at least $5000 in any 6-month period to lobby, and corporations/other groups that spent $20,000+ in 6 months to lobby.

ii. Twice a year, all lobbyists must report the names of their clients, their income and expenditures, and the issues on which they worked.

iii. The law didn’t include “grass-roots” organizations, and the more seriously a group lobbied, the more likely it would lose its tax-exempt status and find operating itself very difficult.

a. Donations would not be as effective, then.

b. The NAACP lobbies, and pays taxes, but the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, which does NOT lobby, is exempt from paying taxes to the IRS.

2. Beyond making bribery illegal and banning other forms of corrupt money transfer, there’s probably no real way of controlling special interest groups.

