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Abstract

While interest groups are often portrayed as vehicles of political representation,
skeptical voices highlight the political inequalities and representational biases in the
interest group system. In recent years, a considerable body of research has assessed
the representative strengths and drawbacks of interest groups empirically. However,
to date we lack a coherent theoretical perspective on the role played by interest
groups in political representation that accommodates the conflicting views and find-
ings. Assuming that moving forward theoretically requires adequate concepts, we
propose a perspective on interest groups as vehicles of substantive representation
that is reflected in public policy. Focusing on the level of the interest group system,
we develop the concept of effective substantive representation against a backdrop of
normative accounts of democratic representation as well as positive theoretical and
empirical research on interest group politics. We apply the concept theoretically to
two main mechanisms of interest representation—information provision and agenda
setting. Finally, we illustrate the concept’s analytical value in the context of two
intervening factors—group type and system of interest representation.
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Introduction

In contemporary democracies, citizens’ impact on public policy is usually mediated
by some form of political representation. Beside the representative institutions of
the state, the type of organization that is commonly entrusted with organizing politi-
cal representation is the political party. Parties provide representational services by
identifying issues for attention, formulating policy pledges on those issues during
election campaigns, and—ideally—delivering on these promises if elected to office
(Klingemann et al. 1994, McGann and Latner 2013, Powell and Powell Jr 2000). The
shortcomings of this mode of representation have been widely established: parties’
election pledges often conflict with the policy preferences of their members (Narud
and Skare 1999) and, when in government, their policy decisions frequently alienate
their voters (Nannestad and Paldam 1994).

These shortcomings provide opportunities for non-elected policy actors to bring
their own priorities and preferences to bear on the policy process. The most important
of these are interest groups, defined as organizations that seek to influence public
policies but do not contest elections or strive for public office (Baroni et al. 2014,
Chalmers et al. 2022, Jordan et al. 2004). In contrast to an organizational definition
that defines groups as entities that have members (Walker 1991; Halpin 2006; Jordan
and Greenan 2012), this definition explicitly includes the representation of interests
by memberless organizations, such as corporations and consultancies, as well as enti-
ties like hospitals and universities. These organizations campaign, lobby or petition
more or less regularly on the issues that are of concern to at least some citizens. Citi-
zens, in turn, rely on some of these interest groups to perform such political services
on their behalf. Unlike parties, interest groups do not have to cast their policy posi-
tions in election manifestos. Instead, they can transmit much more fine-grained infor-
mation on the policy preferences of their supporters, also outside the temporal frame
set by the election cycle (Grant 2000). Indeed, many scholars have argued that inter-
est groups perform vital functions in liberal democracy. Introductory texts to politi-
cal science portray interest groups as vehicles by which citizens can communicate
demands to government between elections (see e.g. Shively 2014; Hague and Harrop
2013; Berry and Wilcox 2018). Democratic theorists concerned with the possibilities
and limits of legitimate representation also see a positive role for interest groups. In
a classic treatment, Mansbridge (2003, p. 519) describes the role of interest groups
throughout the policymaking process as providing ‘continuing representation’.

However, the literature also presents plenty of reasons to be skeptical about the
representative function of organized interests. Many organizations in the interest
group system are not actually groups, as they do not have any noteworthy basis of
grassroots membership (Schlozman et al. 2015). Other organized interests are busi-
ness corporations or associations with business corporations as members. And in
many membership organization commonly referred to as civil society organizations
or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), the internal decisionmaking procedures
de facto are not very democratic (Berkhout et al. 2023, Jordan and Maloney 2007,
Saurugger 2007). Moreover, while some interest groups function as intermediary
organizations that aggregate societal interests and articulate these to policymakers,
others work to derail the representative chain between citizens and policymakers
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(Giger and Kliiver 2016). Thus, while interest groups can enhance democratic rep-
resentation by articulating the interests of societal groups toward policymakers, they
can also undermine political representation in the electoral arena that links citizens
with the policymakers they voted for.

The potentially positive role played by interest groups in transmitting the concerns
of societal groups to policymakers is further limited by the fact that not all social
groups have the same collective action capabilities (Olson 1965). Sectional groups
representing concentrated economic interests find it easier to mobilize than cause
groups representing more diffuse interests. Moreover, like political parties, inter-
est groups translate socio-economic inequalities into political inequalities (Verba et
al. 1995). Gilens and Page (2014, p. 576) find that the interest-group system as a
whole does not represent citizens’ views reasonably well. Thus, a considerable gap
exists between interest groups’ representative potential and the reality of interest
group politics.

The ambivalent role of interest groups is mirrored in democratic theory. Here,
scholarly concern with social movements and civil society routinely paints a positive
picture of organized societal interests (see e.g. della Porta and Diani 2006; Alexander
1998). On the other hand, there is a widely shared view in normative political theory
of interest representation and lobbying as unrepresentative and undemocratic special
interests bent on rigging public decisionmaking in their favor (Green 1989; Shapiro
2009).

While there are some hints in the literature as to which type of interest group con-
tributes better to democratic representation and under what circumstances, to date we
lack a common concept of representation that is suitable for identifying the demo-
cratic contribution of the diverse forms and agents off non-electoral representation. In
this paper, we take a first step in that direction by confronting the growing compara-
tive knowledge of the political role of interest groups with the theoretical literature
on political representation. We first discuss the political role of interest groups in light
of theories of democracy and representation. This leads us to develop the concept of
effective substantive representation, by which we mean substantive representation as
defined by Pitkin (1967) that is reflected in public policy. Focusing on the level of the
interest group system, we then connect this concept back to the empirical literature by
addressing two mechanisms of interest group representation that feature prominently
in the literature—information provision and agenda setting. Finally, we discuss the
extent to which effective substantive representation is affected by different types of
interest group as well as different systems of interest representation. We conclude by
identifying implications for future empirical work.

The aim of our paper is not to formulate a normative theory of interest group
involvement in politics. Rather we propose to conceptualize the specific way in
which interest groups can, in principle, contribute to democratic representation as
effective substantive representation and to identify conditions under which this is
more and less likely to be achieved. By providing a theoretically informed account
of the representational role of interest groups, we contribute to several bodies of
literature, adding to scholarship investigating the political role of interest groups in
public policymaking (Witko et al. 2021; Rasmussen and Reher 2019, Kliiver and
Pickup 2019). Furthermore, we contribute a theoretical perspective for the integra-
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tion of empirical work investigating the populations of interest groups in numerous
countries (e.g. Beyers et al. 2020), the activities of interest groups (e.g. Binderkrantz
et al. 2020), as well as the extent to which the policy positions of interest organiza-
tions help to communicate citizens’ preferences to government (e.g. Rasmussen and
Reher 2019).

Effective substantive representation

In democracy, political outcomes should reflect the preferences of all those who are
affected by collectively binding decisions. This is more likely to be achieved when all
have the opportunity to have their views represented in the political arena. Therefore,
democracy requires that people have equal effective rights in the making of the deci-
sions to which they are subject (Hyland 1995). By effective rights, we mean that the
exercise of political rights can be shown to have an effect on public policy, that is,
on agendas and decisions (cf. Dahl 1989; Hyland 1995). In liberal democracy, this is
supposed to be achieved by the combination of representative government based on
universal suffrage and a canon of other political rights, such as the right to free speech
and assembly. However, over the past decades, the citizenship basis of democratic
inclusion increasingly has been undermined by a combination of changing ethics and
developing social and political entanglements (Held 2011; Dahl 1994). In the words
of Warren,

[g]governments, organizations, firms, and citizens of countries, states, counties,
and cities make decisions that produce effects borne by people in other jurisdic-
tions. Often these effects deeply affect people’s lives, through issues of security
and war, economic development, trade and markets, and environmental exter-
nalities including climate change (Warren 2017, p. 2).

It is not hard to see how, under these circumstances, political decisionmaking based
on polities defined by citizenship regularly falls short of ensuring equal and effective
political representation of everyone affected by public decisionmaking. In recogni-
tion of this development, Warren (2017) has proposed the all affected interests prin-
ciple (AAIP). It requires that not only those who are directly subject to collectively
binding decisions (e.g. laws) ought to have a say in the making of these decisions,
but all those who are de facto affected by them—even if they are not legally subject
to them.

However, the AAIP conflicts with the Dahlian principle of political inclusion
based on citizenship, i.e., membership in territorially organized political jurisdictions
(nation-states, states, municipalities, etc.). Moreover, the tension between the AAIP
and the requirement that collectively binding decisions be made by those subjects to
them is not limited to cross-border interdependencies resulting from the globaliza-
tion of finance, trade and pollution. Even if globalization had never happened (or is
reversed), most political constituencies, such as the demos of a nation state, contain
people who have a say in decisions that affect them much less than others. Vice
versa, there will always be people that are affected by a decision but are unable to
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participate effectively in its making through the channels of electoral and party repre-
sentation. These discrepancies are virtually impossible to address by means of formal
representative institutions. Interest groups can partially compensate for the ensu-
ing representative deficit by giving voice to people that are affected by collectively
binding decisions whilst being excluded from the chain of formal delegation that is
central to party-based representative democracy. In this way, representation through
interest groups can increase the extent to which citizens’ capacities to effectively
use their political rights are distributed. As a result, interest groups can, in principle,
enhance equitable representation by expanding the extent to which collectively bind-
ing decisions reflect the priorities and preferences of the people affected by them.

However, as has been widely documented, in many interest groups explicit
democratic authorization is lacking (Bernhagen and Maloney 2010; Knoke 1990;
Strolovitch 2006). This is obviously the case for business corporations, whose inter-
nal organization for the most part is overtly autocratic (Moene 1993). Yet, also in
associations, including citizen groups, the ideals of voluntary civic engagement that
inspired the work of De Tocqueville (1969 [1835]) on the democratic potential of
civil society are rarely met by reality. The internal decisionmaking procedures of
many entities that are commonly referred to as civil society organizations or NGOs
frequently are not very democratic (Berkhout et al. 2023, Jordan and Maloney 2007,
Saurugger 2007). Even in organizations where formal democratic procedures are
institutionalized, often only a minute proportion of the membership actually partici-
pate actively. Professionalized and bureaucratized interest groups staffed by commu-
nications experts, lawyers and lobbyists are increasingly supported by sophisticated
fund-raising departments and management structures, while grass-roots members in
civil society organizations have been replaced by check-book participants (Skocpol
2003). The importance of these passive supporters has increased considerably in
recent decades, and their numbers are used by professional groups to claim represen-
tativeness and justify their participation in the policy process (Skocpol and Fiorina
1999). Thus, we are dealing with entities whose involvement in political decision-
making frequently lacks democratic authorization to participate in the making of col-
lectively binding decisions with respect to the constituencies on whose behalf they
claim to act. For these procedurally non-democratic entities, representational criteria
other than accountability and explicit authorization are required.

In this situation, the logic of claiming representation aids in clarifying the role
of interest groups in democratic representation. According to Saward (2006, p. 302,
original emphases), ‘would-be political representatives, in this process of portrayal or
representation of constituencies, make claims about themselves and their constituents
and the links between the two; they argue or imply that they are the best representa-
tives of the constituency so understood’. For interest groups, making a represen-
tative claim is vital for gaining access to political decisionmakers (Hansen 1991).
When deciding which organizations can credibly represent a given group in society,
policymakers may not be interested so much in the procedures by which would-be
representatives have been authorized. They want to know whether the representative
can credibly claim to speak to the issues and preferences that matter to the relevant
group. In this perspective, elected policymakers are formally authorized representa-
tives who, in order to perform their tasks, receive input from other, substantively
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representative, agents. By substantively representative agents we mean actors who
represent agendas and positions rather than the identities of their principals. This, in
turn, puts the credibility of the representative claim center stage. For example, while
the German Taxpayers Federation (Bund der Steuerzahler e. V) presents itself as an
organization representing taxpayers, it is neither a descriptively representative agent
of the tax-paying population in Germany (around 60% of its members are entre-
prencurs and companies, another 15% are freelancers), nor does it reflect popular
policy positions (its fiscal policy stance is consistently to the right of the popula-
tion mean) (Losche 2007). Thus, representative claims can be contested, not least by
those whose interests or preferences are claimed to be represented. In the case of the
German Taxpayers Federation, its representative claim is contested by a countervail-
ing interest group—the German Trade Union Confederation (Speth 2008). Kohler-
Koch (2010, p. 112) expressed this positively when concluding that a representation
claim is valid not because of a formal authorization but because citizens have accom-
modated to the system and because the respective audience accepts the outcome as
being legitimate.

In a related argument, Dryzek and Niemeyer (2008) have proposed that actors
lacking formal democratic legitimacy can act as ‘discursive representatives’. Refer-
ring to rock star Bono and his campaign to fight extreme poverty in Africa, these
scholars argue that the musician’s representative claim ‘makes most sense not in
terms of representing African people, nor in terms of representing a place called
Africa, but rather in terms of representing a discourse of Africa’, in which people
and places are constructed ‘as victims of an unjust world and the caprice of nature’
(Dryzek and Niemeyer 2008, p. 481). Thus, when dealing with policy decisions by
which people are affected, and hence on issues, options and outcomes rather than on
agents, the focus shifts from the representation of people (constituents, principals) to
the representation of issues (concerns, preferences, grievances).

Therefore, even in the absence of formally democratic authorization, organized
interests can provide substantive representation in the context of citizenship-based
democracy. This goes some way to reconciling the AAIP with the Dahlian principles
of inclusion and effective political equality among citizens. However, as we argued
above, the democratic criterion of equal effective rights implies that representation by
interest groups has an impact on policy agendas and decisions. Therefore, if interest
groups are to function as vehicles of substantive representation, their agenda priori-
ties and positions must be capable of being reflected in public policy. If this is the
case, we speak of effective substantive representation, i.e., substantive representation
as defined by Pitkin (1967) with a potential impact on public policy or at least on
the government’s policy agenda. Accordingly, we propose to gauge the democratic
contribution of interest groups by reference to such effective substantive representa-
tion. This enables us to ascertain differences in the extent to which interest groups
can credibly claim democratic and representational legitimacy. The extent to which
interest groups serve as effective intermediaries representing public views to gov-
ernment is indicative of their contribution to democratic representation. For such a
contribution to be made by organizations with limited formal legitimation, the issues
of concern to citizens need, firstly, to be taken up and processed by interest groups
and, secondly, to be transmitted effectively to policymakers.
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In principle, this process can improve citizens’ input to public policymaking
between elections—and thereby contribute to citizens realizing their equal effective
rights in the making of the decisions to which they are subject. The added value for
democratic representation accrues when the representative capacity of the electoral
and party system channels of representative government fall short of effective sub-
stantive representation.

However, at least since Schattschneider characterized interest group politics as ‘a
selective process ill designed to serve diffuse interests’ (Schattschneider 1960, p. 35,
original emphasis), the interest group system has repeatedly been claimed to generate
bias in the representation of public views (see Gilens and Page 2014 for an oveview).
As we mentioned above, many interest groups can only make very limited claims to
representing the public. Moreover, important aspects of the policy process concern
not so much the direction of policy change but about the question of whether a given
issue ought to be dealt with by public decisionmaking in the first place and hence
about the policy agenda.

Mechanisms of effective substantive representation by interest
groups

In the empirical literature on interest groups and representation, two mechanisms are
of central importance that are also relevant to effective substantive representation: the
provision of information through lobbying, and the formation of the policy agenda.
Jointly, these factors affect the extent to which interest groups can make a credible
representative claim, i.e., a claim to speak on behalf of a non-negligible constituency
(Saward 2006) and contribute to effective substantive representation.

Interest representation as information provision

As organized voices in politics, interest groups can provide as well as conceal and
distort information needed to produce policy decisions that are likely to achieve their
goals and reflect public preferences. Specifically, interest groups take part in prob-
lem definition and issue identification, and they also contribute to the articulation of
policy alternatives. By lobbying policymakers, interest groups signal which issues
are of pressing societal concern, contribute relevant arguments in the comparative
assessment of options, and provide information in relation to decisions and imple-
mentation. While these activities usually are motivated by serving the interests of a
constituency that may be fairly narrow, they deliver the political data needed to arrive
at informed decisions.

Since Sabatier’s (1978) analysis of information acquisition by administrative agen-
cies, the literature distinguishes two main types of information relevant for lobbying
and public policy—expert or technical information, and political information. While
the former is usually thought of as information about technical details, the effective-
ness of a policy, its legal aspects or its economic impact, the latter concerns public
preferences, a policy’s likely electoral repercussions, the chances of a policy proposal
to find support among pivotal actors or veto players along the policy process, or how
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politically sensitive an issue is (De Bruycker 2016; Bradley 1980; Flothe 2019). In
the context of substantive representation, one might believe that we are concerned
mainly with political information. However, in practice, these two types of informa-
tion often blend into each other. This is obvious if we consider a policy’s potential
economic impact (technical) and the fact that this is likely to affect public sentiments
and even election outcomes via economic voting (Bernhagen 2007). Similarly, an
agricultural lobbyist supplying what can be considered rather technical information
supporting the alleged necessity of a certain pesticide might combine this with the
claim of speaking in the interest of farmers competing with cheap imports or vot-
ers demanding affordable produce. Therefore, unless stated otherwise, the following
argument applies to political and technical information alike.

In the literature, information is sometimes treated as a tradeable asset offered in
exchange for access to relevant political decisionmakers (Hansen 1991). Access to
these decisionmakers enables interest groups to place items on the policy agenda
and/or advocate for a particular policy decision. Policymakers, in turn, screen lobby-
ists so as to limit access to those who can reasonably be expected to provide useful
information, e.g. because they have proven their ability to do so in the past (Hansen
1991). While this goes some way to ensuring that the use of private information to
pay for access incentivizes interest groups to make credible representative claims and
provide effective substantive representation, this hinges on policymakers’ ability to
effectively screen lobbyists in order to distinguish legitimate and authentic claims of
substantive representation from disingenuous assertions and demands.

In an alternative perspective, interest groups use their private information in the
act of lobbying or campaigning to persuade policymakers of or against a particular
decision, including the decision to place an issue on the agenda in the first place
(Ainsworth 1993; Austen-Smith 1993; Kollman 1998). This argument assumes that
policymakers are unsure which of several agenda items or policy decisions best serve
their goals (where the goals may be, for example, realizing policy goals or getting
re-elected, cf. Miiller and Strom 1999). Interest groups can assist policymakers in
choosing the best option and prioritize the right issues at the right time. However,
they are not altruists that primarily seek to support public policymaking. Indeed,
their policy goals may be in conflict with those of the policymakers they lobby, and
they may also exploit their informational advantage to further their own goals at the
expense of other actors or the public. In this perspective, interest groups have incen-
tives to make true or false representative claims. Which of these they actually make
depends on their ‘type’ and on the likelihood of the policymaker to ‘buy’ the lobbying
message (Ainsworth 1993; Austen-Smith 1993; Bernhagen and Brauninger 2005).
A representative claim is false if the group of actors for whom they claim to speak
is smaller or different than what is claimed (political information) or if the technical
information provided is knowingly untrue or exaggerated. Given that lobbyists usu-
ally avoid any outright lies or extreme exaggeration, the difference between true and
false representative claims will often be blurred.

In a third perspective, information provision by interest groups is understood as a
contribution to the information costs incurred by allied policymakers in the pursuit
of common political priorities and objectives (Hall and Deardorff 2006). Due to their
limited time budget and information processing capacities, policymakers can turn
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only to a subset of those political projects that they would like to pursue if capacities
were unlimited. By offering to take over part of the costs involved in policymak-
ing (e.g. providing an ideologically close policymaker with position papers, or even
ready-made legislative drafts) interest groups can push the shared policy concerns
up the priority list of the policymaker. Providing such ‘legislative subsidies’ thus
enables interest groups to shape public policy by manipulating the policy agenda.
In this perspective, the risk of false representative claims may seem relatively low.
However, as Austen-Smith (1993) has shown, informative agenda stage lobbying is
generically influential. In other words, interest groups that lobby at the agenda stage
can influence policymakers’ agenda decisions, which may lead to bias in the legisla-
tive policy agenda.

By transmitting preferences from citizens to policymakers, interest groups provide
political intelligence to policymakers that the latter would otherwise have to collect
at considerable cost, e.g. through investing in own expertise in the case of technical
information, or through polls or political market research for political information. In
addition to the financial costs incurred by policymakers, there could be considerable
costs to society if privacy were encroached upon through widespread intelligence-
gathering.! Therefore, interest group involvement in the political process increases
the information level of policy debates. Thus, interest groups with relevant policy
information have the means, if not always the motivation, to make a positive contri-
bution to the democratic process. Their lobbying can widen the informational input
to political discourse and deliberation as well as the menu of policy options, thereby
performing an opinion-formative role analogous to that of political parties. A negative
contribution of interest groups comes to the fore when informed lobbyists mislead
policymakers about the importance of an issue, the options available for policymak-
ing, the consequences of taking this or that action, or about the size of their constitu-
ency. While the legislative subsidy perspective assumes common policy preferences
between the lobbyist and the policymakers, the risk of false representative claims is
pertinent to the access and persuasion perspectives of lobbying. As Hansen (1991)
and Ainsworth (1993) have shown, however, interest groups face strong incentives to
provide true information to policymakers.

The policy agenda

An important dimension of this representation concerns the transmission of policy
priorities and agendas from citizens to policymakers (Albareda 2018; Jones and
Baumgartner 2004, Rasmussen et al. 2014). The legislative subsidy perspective (Hall
and Deardorff 2006) and the theory of informational lobbying (inter alia Austen-
Smith 1993) suggest that the policy agenda is an important field of interest group
representation. Following Kingdon (1984, p. 3), by agenda, we mean ‘the list of sub-
jects or problems to which government officials, and people outside of government
closely associated with those officials, are paying some serious attention at any given

! In the absence of a free interest group system, the Chinese government has not only perfected market
research and surveillance but is also increasingly engaging in qualitative administrative and political mar-
ket research through “authoritarian deliberation” (He and Warren 2017).
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time’. Policy agendas are a direct result of the setting of priorities, with high-priority
issues high on the agenda and low priority issues further down (Strolovitch 2007,
Halpin et al. 2018; Fraussen et al. 2020). Much interest group activity is directed at
the agenda stage of the policy process (Grant 2000; Richardson and Jordan 1979).
In the literature, a prominent view holds that lobbying at the agenda setting stage is
more effective than lobbying at the decision stage (Hall and Wayman 1990; Dunleavy
1991; Austen-Smith 1993). Thus, the policy agenda is central to democratic represen-
tation and the role of interest groups therein.’

In the context of agenda politics, effective substantive representation of the public
by interest groups requires, firstly, that interest groups pick up issues that matter to
citizens. Secondly, the governmental policy agenda has to be responsive to the inter-
est group agenda. Early investigations of the first link have found little resemblance
of the lobbying agenda and the policy priorities of the public. Investigating public
concerns and lobbying issues both across and within larger policy domains in the
US, Kimball et al. (2012) have found that the issues pursued by lobbyists are largely
unrelated to the policy concerns of the public, a finding that holds for the policy pri-
orities of low-income and high-income Americans alike. The authors speculate that
the lack of correspondence between the policy priorities of the public and of lobbyists
may be due to representation bias in the interest group system. By contrast, Pakull et
al. (2020) report a modest issue congruence between the agendas of the public and
of organized interests in Germany. These authors also have found that citizens with
more extreme attitudes are better represented than those in the ideological center.
Like Kimball et al. (2012), Pakull et al. (2020) have found no differences with regard
to income.

Connecting the citizens’ agenda to policymakers via interest groups, Bevan and
Rasmussen (2020) have argued that lobbyists can positively affect the extent to which
government pays attention to the issues that matter to citizens. According to these
authors, a large number of voluntary associations in a policy area supports agenda
representation by increasing the level and credibility of the information available
to policymakers with regard to public priorities. Because interest organizations also
provide information about policy to their members and other citizens, and because
policymakers take note of the density of the interest group population in policy areas
of interest to them, Bevan and Rasmussen (2020) have argued that interest groups
can enhance representation even when they do not directly lobby on an issue. How-
ever, they have found no effect of interest group activity on the relationship between
the public agenda and the legislative agenda. Thus, this mechanism does not seem
to further effective substantive representation. Analyzing congressional lobbying at
the US federal level, Lorenz (2020) has found little to no association between com-
mittee consideration and lobbying coalitions’ size. However, he has shown that bills
supported by diverse coalitions are more likely to receive committee consideration.
Since bills enjoying broad support among legislators are more likely to continue

2 In the literature we encounter different meanings of the term ‘agenda’. While for many scholars agenda-
status seems to concern the agenda stage of the policy cycle, Marshall (2010) highlights the importance of
applying an agenda perspective also to subsequent stages of the policy process, as e.g. amendments to a
given policy proposal are themselves agenda items. We focus here on agenda status as the presence of an
issue on the policy agenda.
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advancing once granted initial consideration, the committee agenda setter has incen-
tives to allocate agenda space to bills supported by diverse coalitions of lobbyists
(Lorenz 2020, p. 226). Thus, a mechanism connecting policymakers’ agendas to
those of interest groups via lobbying supports the expectation that the governmental
agenda is at least partly driven by interest groups. Interest groups seeking to preserve
the policy status quo strive to keep the respective issue off the governmental agenda.
Other interest groups, in turn, fail to get their preferred issues on the policy agenda
(Baumgartner et al. 2009).

Intervening factors: group type and the systems of interest
representation

The extent to which interest groups pick up citizens’ concerns and manage to shape
the policy agenda is likely to depend on the type of interest group as well as on the
interest group system. Not all types of interests are equally endowed with relevant
informational capacities, nor are they equally able to make use of such information to
effectively shape public policy. Thus, there is ongoing concern in the literature about
a disproportionate advantage for business interests relative to other organized groups
with respect to informational lobbying and agenda setting. Representation by interest
groups is also closely tied to the system of interest representation. The democratic
contribution of interest groups might therefore vary with the type of interest group
and the system of interest representation.’

Types of interest group

In liberal democracies, interest group systems are heavily populated by business
actors. Corporations and business associations are numerically dominant in virtu-
ally all interest group systems (Baumgartner and Leech 2001, Berkhout et al. 2018;
Bernhagen and Trani 2012). One reason for this is business’ ability to sidestep the
thorniest problems of collective action (Olson 1965). The numerical dominance of
business organizations in the interest group populations raises concerns that the rep-
resentation of societal groups may be biased. In addition, business association and
their members have a critical advantage vis-a-vis other interest groups due to corpo-
rations’ control over investment and production. The ability of elected policymakers
to remain in office and produce the public policies they promised to deliver depends
on the economic performance in their constituency. As a result, policymakers are
wary of pursuing policies that contravene business preferences, and business lob-
byists can exploit policymakers’ circumspection to obtain the policies they prefer.
This provides business actors with a powerful lever—particularly in the context of
lobbying aimed at persuading policymakers to ignore, or attend to, an issue in a par-

3 Many other factors affect the extent to which interest groups can transmit political concerns from the
public to government, including issue-specific factors such as complexity, redistributive properties or
salience. The focus here is on interest group characteristics and on political system properties that feature
prominently in the literature.
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ticular way. In turn, this can introduce considerable business bias into interest group
representation, possibly to such an extent that resource-rich or structurally privileged
business interests may be able to keep unwanted issues off the government agenda
even if these would be popular with non-business constituencies (Lindblom 1982).
As a result, non-business interest groups seeking to challenge the status quo have to
try to drag ‘their’ issue out of its niche and onto the policy agenda. These groups also
tend to be the less powerful ones, as the fact that an issue is not on the political agenda
frequently will be due to a more powerful group’s ability to obtain private settlement.
In the words of Schattschneider (1960, p. 40) ‘[i]t is the weak who want to social-
ize conflict,.i.e., to involve more and more people in the conflict until the balance of
power is changed’. This classical argument has recently found support in the work of
Witko et al. (2021). According to these authors’ analysis of US economic policy, the
congressional issue agenda is dominated by the interests of wealthy elites.

On the other hand, even those types of interest groups that are most frequently asso-
ciated with the idea of particularistic, ‘special’ interests—corporations and business
associations—can potentially contribute to effective substantive representation—at
least in corporatist systems of interest intermediation (Streeck and Schmitter 1985).
Moreover, as Baumgartner et al. (2009) have shown for the US, non-business groups
frequently play a central role in the lobbying and policy process around contested
issues and can be successful in getting their voices heard. Diir et al. (2019) report
similar findings for the EU. Moreover, it is mainly the non-business groups that take
up issues of concern to citizens (Pakull et al. 2020). Indeed, numerous issues get onto
the policy agenda that are uncomfortable for business interests and wealthy elites.
According to Stevens (2025, p. 2, original emphasis), the reason for this is that citizen
groups are ‘better equipped to aid policymakers in their pursuit of agenda responsive-
ness by virtue of their ability to communicate information on public preferences in a
credible manner’. In his empirical analysis, Stevens (2025) finds that citizen groups
are more successful at agenda lobbying than business groups. However, this advan-
tage is contingent on citizen groups’ visibility in the media. When citizen groups lack
media exposure, there is no consistent difference between them and business groups
in their ability to influence the governmental agenda (Stevens 2025). This highlights
the importance of access to the media for the production of effective substantive rep-
resentation (Binderkrantz et al. 2015).

Systems of interest representation

Comparative research suggests that the representative role of interest groups differs
across politico-economic systems. In corporatist systems like Germany, the Nether-
lands or the Scandinavian countries, interest group participation in public policymak-
ing is highly institutionalized, and associations are frequently tasked with quasi-public
responsibilities in regulating numerous affairs of their members (Streeck and Ken-
worthy 2005). These formalized systems of functional representation constitute a
particularly clear version of Schattschneider’s dictum that organization means orga-
nized bias, ensuring that ‘[sJome issues are organized into politics while others are
organized out’ (Schattschneider 1960, p. 69). Historically, corporatist arrangements
have thereby marginalized interests that are not efficiently represented by the major
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interest organizations (Offe 1981, pp. 128-129). Given the hierarchical structure of
these organizations in corporatist systems, few, if any, of the relevant actors are single
organizations, much less people. Instead, many are organizations of organizations
within a pyramid-shaped hierarchical structure, providing higher level ‘umbrellas’
for national labor unions, or business interest associations and their regional and
local chapters. On the one hand, this means that the process by which these orga-
nizations facilitate the bottom-up representation of individuals is highly mediated.
On the other hand, the pyramid-shaped structure of corporatist interest representa-
tion means that representative claims are more easily verifiable. By contrast, in the
competitive market place of pluralist interest representation, claims of ‘representa-
tivity” cannot be taken for granted. Instead, they are an important strategic device
employed by interest groups and used as a screening filter by policymakers (Hansen
1991; Traxler 2010; Wilson 1995). The research trajectory to date leads to conflict-
ing expectations. On the one hand, the institutionalized channels of representation
in corporatism should support effective substantive representation, not least through
their inbuilt verification of representative claims. On the other hand, corporatist rep-
resentation is not necessarily representation of citizens’ priorities and positions. After
all, interest organizations in corporatist systems first and foremost represent their
industry or sector before government. Because these groups have evolved histori-
cally to represent the most powerful economic interests—especially business groups
and organized labor—they have little reason to adopt the issues of less privileged
groups (Kitschelt 1990; Offe 1981, pp. 128—129). Overall, therefore, the major pro-
ducer groups in a corporatist system are unlikely to represent diverse segments of
the public. By contrast, the voluntary organizations that make up the bulk of interest
groups in a pluralist system do not have a ready supply of members obligated to join
the group. They compete with each other for members and support and must work
constantly to attract and maintain supporters who contribute financial and social capi-
tal to the organization. This necessity to please and recruit supporters leads groups
in pluralist systems to prioritize issues that are of concern to a wide set of active and
latent supporters. These issues tend to be at least loosely connected to the public at
large (F16the and Rasmussen 2019; Rasmussen and Carroll 2014; Boréng and Naurin
2021). On the other hand, the difference between these two systems affects the way
in which information asymmetry can be exploited by interest groups, in particular
business actors. The institutionalized interactions between business and governments
in corporatist systems imply that firms here can be more confident that governments
will not abuse newly acquired information (Hall and Soskice 2001, pp. 47-48). As
a result, firms in corporatist systems are encouraged to share information with poli-
cymakers more openly than in pluralist systems, where firms have more reasons to
be wary of sharing data with regulators and other government officials. Moreover,
by involving business in institutionalized and co-optative relationships with policy-
makers, corporatism reduces policymakers’ monitoring costs while increasing the
reputational costs attached to self-serving lobbying (Broscheid 2006, p. 95). In the
context of environmental policy, corporatism has been shown to lead to more effec-
tive abatement (Scruggs 1999; Jahn 1998). According to Bernhagen (2012), one rea-
son for this is that corporatism reduces the effectiveness of information asymmetry as
a lobby resource. Corporatism thereby facilitates truthful information flows between
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business and governments and increases the potential fallout from overstating com-
pliance costs. In the area of emission abatement, this implies that business’ control
of technical information is more effective in pluralist than in corporatist politico-
economic systems. Empirically, Bernhagen (2012) has found business informational
advantage vis-a-vis the state to be associated with higher pollutant emissions in plu-
ralist systems but not in corporatist ones.

Thus, we are left with conflicting expectations concerning the mediating role of
systems of interest representation on informational lobbying, agenda setting, and
their effects on effective substantive representation. The logic of informational lobby-
ing suggests that corporatism reduces business bias in the interest group system. By
contrast, considering the mobilization of bias would lead us to expect that pluralist
systems perform better at transporting citizens’ concerns onto the policy agenda. It is
possible that these two countervailing mechanisms cancel each other out—a possibil-
ity that is reported by recent research. Focusing on the representational link between
citizens and interest groups, Flothe and Rasmussen (2019) have found that the extent
to which interest group positions are in line with public opinion (more than half the
time) does not differ between pluralist and corporatist countries.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have shown how the study of interest groups concerns essential
questions of democratic representation. Analyzing the relevant contributions from the
democratic theory and interest group research, we have argued that interest groups
can contribute to democratic governance by providing effective substantive repre-
sentation and discussed two mechanisms through which this is accomplished: (1) by
transmitting information on virtually all affected interests to the policymaking insti-
tutions of the political system, and (2) by shaping the governmental policy agenda
in a way that better reflects the concerns of citizens. These mechanisms are relevant
for all major types of organized interests and across the major systems of interest
representation—albeit in different ways. In a corporatist system, interest groups are
incentivized to collect the views of their members and transmit them effectively to
governments. Traditionally, this used to be the realm of the major producer groups,
with other societal interests catching up only in recent decades. Meanwhile, in an
effort to gain and keep supporters, pluralist systems provide competitive dynamics
for a large number of interest groups to appeal between them to a wide swath of the
public alongside producer interests.

Empirical implications of our argument include positive effects of citizen prefer-
ences on the policy agenda and positions of the interest group system, and of the
aggregate agenda and positions at the level of the interest group system on the gov-
ernment agenda and government policy. If interest groups foster effective substantive
representation, empirical work should find evidence of a causal path transmitting
preferences from citizens via the interest group system to government.

Against the backdrop of current diagnoses of a crisis of democracy (Howell and
Moe 2021; Kriesi 2020), effective substantive representation through interest groups
can contribute to political efforts of managing the inherent contradictions of repre-
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sentative government. More specifically, by providing channels of representation in
a way political parties cannot, organized interests can partly compensate for the rep-
resentational shortcomings arising from constraints on the ability of political parties
and elected officials to pursue policies that serve larger constituencies in the context
of structural imperatives set by the market (investment, growth, profits, etc.). In this
way, interest groups also can contribute to much-needed democratic resilience in
times of authoritarian challenges.

We conclude that the interest group system can serve as a transmission belt that
hauls issues from the citizen agenda onto the government agenda. Because, indi-
vidually, most citizens lack the means for effectively communicating their policy
preferences to government, interest groups that specialize in communicating with
government substitute for direct but absent communication by the public. This
system of effective substantive representation has been variously described as an
‘intervening structure’ (Truman 1959) or a ‘transmission belt’ (De Bruycker and Ras-
mussen 2021) in which lobbyists collect ideas and preferences from the public and
then transmit them to governments. Finally, we have not set out to paint a carefree
picture of interest group involvement in democratic politics and hope that we have
sufficiently acknowledged the pitfalls of interest group involvement in the policy
process, above all the resource biases in the interest group system. For effective sub-
stantive representation to obtain, representative claims must be true and the demands
that are colported with the claim must be effective at least to some extent. To what
extent these drawbacks outweigh the advantages of representation by interest groups
is an empirical question. We hope that the criteria developed in this paper contribute
to the development of useful benchmarks for empirical work.
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