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CHAPTER 3

Interest Groups

learning objectives

Upon completion of this chapter students will be able to:

1. Explain why interest groups create a dilemma for democracy, and why government cannot resolve the dilemma by outlawing such groups.

2. Define the term interest group, list the types of groups that are relevant to politics, and describe the functions of such groups in the political system.

3. Explain the biases in the formation of interest groups, and give the consequences of those biases in terms of who is more likely, and who is less likely to be organized.

4.  Recount the typical activities of political interest groups, and explain why some of those activities create a problem for democracy.

5. Assess the effectiveness of efforts to regulate the activities of interest groups.

6. List a half-dozen of the major interest groups in Texas, and explain why some of them are more, or less, influential in state politics, and why some have increased or decreased in influence over the last quarter-century.

Summary OverView 


Politics, public policy, public and private interests all intersect around interest groups. People are naturally self-interested and so will seek to organize to influence public policies made by government. People find combining their self-interests into an interest group can be more effective and influential on the public policies adopted by the government than working alone. Interest groups find a particularly hospitable environment in both the United States and Texas government because of the emphasis on individualism and individualistic political culture. The politics of interest groups both enhances and endangers democratic principles of governing. 


An interest group can be defined as a “private organization of individuals who have banded together because of a common cause or role.” The interest can be anything such as economic, religious or ethnic. Political interest groups seek to influence government policy on behalf of their members. Interest groups differ from political parties in that interest groups are narrower in scope and not interested in running candidates for public office. 

There are a variety of ways to classify interest groups. Economic groups such as business associations or labor unions are thought to be the most common type of interest groups. They are concerned with the economic well-being of their members. Spiritual groups such as church organizations or even pro-life or pro-choice groups seek to influence policy from a faith informed perspective. Artistic or recreation groups such as the Symphony League or Texas Bass Association share culture or hobbies as the basis for their existence. Ethnic groups are illustrated by the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) or the National Advancement for the Association of Colored People (NAACP). Even local governments form interest groups such as the Texas Municipal League or Texas Association of Counties. Public interest groups such as the League of Women Voters seek to influence policy for all citizens rather than just the members they represent. 


The primary function of interest groups is to persuade elected or public officials to make policy with favorable outcomes for their members. In doing so, interest groups provide information to government officials, politicize and inform members of their groups, mediate conflict within their group, engage in electioneering, provide information to the public and provide a means of political participation other than political parties for individuals. 


It is long held wisdom in both the U.S. and Texas that not all groups are organized nor are all interests represented equally. Interest group formation has three consequences. Economic producing groups are more likely to be organized than consumer groups. People with higher incomes and education are more likely to join interest groups. And people who join groups who feel strongly about an issue—like pro-life or pro-choice—feel more strongly about their group’s existence than members of economic groups. 


Interest groups enhance democratic principles of governing in many ways, and at the same time threaten them. For instance, the electioneering aspect of interest group activity encourages citizen participation, but the financial contributions side raises a host of troubling ethical questions. The same can be said for lobbying. Lobbying is any face-to-face contact with a government official trying to influence that official. Economically well-off groups are much more likely to employ lobbyists than are consumer or public interest groups. Lobbyists often provide valuable information to lawmakers, but it comes with costs: money, gifts and questionable ethics. 


Neither the federal nor Texas government can prevent interest group activities such as electioneering or lobbying since they are protected by the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution. However, the governments can regulate them. Texas’ attempts to regulate lobbying and lobbyists are usually considered relatively weak, though some improvements have been made. 


Usually interest group activity is most commonly aimed at the legislative branch of government. However, interest groups seek to influence the executive and judicial branches as well. State agencies and administrators can become co-opted and/or dependent on interest groups. For instance, a subsidiary of insurance companies provides data on auto insurance rates to the Texas State Insurance Commissioner who has the power to approve or deny rate hikes. Since Texas elects its judges, this opens the door for blown interest group electioneering for or against certain candidates. Both of these troubling trends show the dangers interest groups pose to democratic principles. 


A variety of interest groups in Texas have been politically active. Some like Texans for Lawsuit Reform can point to strong successes. Others like LULAC can point to a mixed record of successes and setbacks. Then there are labor unions and teachers’ groups, which enjoy great influence and power in other states, but are weak and ineffective in Texas. Since the Republicans took control of state government in the late 1990s and early 2000s, one key to success appears to be for groups to align themselves with the majority party. 


Political interest groups are not going anywhere. They will remain key actors in the policy-making process. And the debate over whether they a net positive or negative for democratic government will continue. 
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Key Terms

510c4s 
An organization that collects money and uses it to try to influence public opinion, mainly through the media, and mainly during election campaigns, but differs from a “527” mainly in that it does not have to publicly reveal the names of its donors.

527s 
An organization that collects money and uses it to try to influence public opinion, mainly through the media, and mainly during election campaigns.

cooptation 
The process by which industries and their interest groups come to dominate administrative agencies that were originally established to regulate the industry’s activities.

Ethics 

A Texas government agency created by the 1991 Ethics Bill and charged with the Commission 
task of enforcing the provisions of the bill.
First 

To the U.S. Constitution, containing a clause protecting the right of the people to Amendment 
“peaceably assemble, and to petition the government for a redress of grievances,” 
among other protections.

interest group 
A number of people who are organized to defend an interest they share or wish to promote; the interest can be narrow (rice-growers, for example) or broad (consumers, for example).
lobby 

To try to influence government policy through face-to-face contact.
lobbyists 
A person who attempts to influence government policy through face-to-face contact.
political action A group formed by a corporation, trade association, labor union, or other
committees
organization or individual for the purpose of collecting money and then contributing
(PAC) 

that money to one or more political candidates or causes.

political
A private organization that attempts to influence politicians— and through them
interest 
public policy—to the advantage of the organization.

groups
revolving door 
A name given by political scientists to the process in which government regulatory

agencies hire their personnel from within the industry being regulated; after they leave the agency, employees are typically hired once more by the regulated industry.
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