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Summary

Interest groups—collective voluntary organizations for which political advocacy is a primary task such as business
associations and citizen groups—are key agents engaging with the bureaucracy. While understudied, research on
the relations between interest groups and civil servants highlights the importance of the bureaucratic arena. Recent
studies present different perspectives on the interactions between these two actors and also highlight the process
of issue prioritization, an important aspect of (internal) agenda setting within groups. This is a key process to study
as it provides insight into why groups allocate their attention and resources to a specific set of policy issues, and in
this way it clarifies how interest groups put representation into practice. Issue prioritization within groups can be
conceptualized as being guided by five drivers: internal responsiveness, policy capacities, niche seeking, political
opportunity structure, and issue salience. Recent scholarship has highlighted how rather than privileging one driver
over another, this process is first and foremost a balancing exercise in which groups take on board various internal
and external considerations. Similar processes are at work within bureaucracies. The intersection of prioritization
processes of civil servants and interest groups is an important area for future research.
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External Agents in Public Policymaking

The contemporary literature on bureaucratic politics, policy advisory systems, network
governance, and collaborative public management highlights the important role of external
actors in policymaking (Braun, 2013; Craft & Wilder, 2017; Daugbjerg & Fawcett, 2015; Kim &
Darnall, 2016; Lang, 2016; O’Leary, Gerard, & Bingham, 2006). Given the variety of issues they
need to deal with, and the limited time and resources they have at their disposal, civil servants
need to rely on information provided by external actors, such as interest groups, academic
experts, nonprofit organizations, think tanks, and companies. While this dependence on external
input has only increased with the growing complexity of policy challenges (Baumgartner & Jones,
2018), this view resonates with earlier work that emphasized the importance of interactions
between civil servants and interest groups, such as industry federations and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs). Aberbach, Putnam, and Rockman (1981) already noted how various
scholars in the United States and Europe highlighted the “role of bureaucratic agencies in
mobilizing and mediating sectoral interests” (p. 6); he cited contributions such as that of Rourke,
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who argued that “bureaucratic policymaking in the domestic arena commonly represents a
reconciliation of conflicting group interests as much as it does the application of expertise toward
the solution of particular problems” (Rourke, 1976, p. 184, cited in Aberbach et al., 1981).

These developments are underpinned by a shift from government to governance and more
diverse and dynamic policy networks (Peters & Pierre, 1998; Rhodes, 1997). As such, it challenges
the traditional mythology that governments “decide” based on the neutral and impartial —and
mostly expert-based—advice from internal policy advisors (see Craft & Howlett, 2012). Rather,
the role of civil servants in policy processes requires that they take a different and more active
approach. As argued by Varone, Ingold, and Fischer (2019, p. 353), “it is by adapting and also
abandoning a state-centric vision and hierarchical position, as well as finding a place within a
policy network as broker, facilitator, or co-producer, that public administration is able to
maintain its ability to significantly influence the content of public policies.” This different role is
also underlined in work on information processing and policy dynamics in the US context.
Workman, Jones, and Jochim (2009), for instance, highlight the key role of the bureaucracy in
“the monitoring of the policy environment and collection of information (search) and the
processing or prioritizing of this information (prioritization)” (p. 86). In this view, cultivating
contacts outside government is a crucial task of civil servants. It may even imply that civil
servants engage in what has been referred to as “reverse lobbying.” Rather than civil servants
being lobbied, they seek out partners and try to broker coalitions of external stakeholders that
provide the particular resources they need (Mahoney & Baumgartner, 2015).

When determining which societal actors and organizations should be involved in policymaking,
civil servants require insight into the community of relevant external stakeholders, as well as a
good understanding of their internal functioning and capacities. For instance, while think tanks
position themselves as independent providers of policy expertise, this is not always reflected in
their internal organization (e.g., lack of transparency about income sources), which can
undermine the validity and independence of their claims. Likewise, while an interest group is
expected to channel the preferences of its constituency to policymakers, their lobby agenda does
not always (fully) reflect the concerns of the membership, or it may be dominated by issues that
are important to advantaged subgroups within its constituency (Strolovitch, 2007). Furthermore,
their policy activities may be mainly driven by the evolving government agenda or salient
external events, which could limit their role as reliable spokesperson for a certain group in society
(Baumgartner, Larsen-Price, Leech, & Rutledge, 2011; Leech, Baumgartner, La Pira, & Semanko,
2005). Civil servants should thus be aware of the specific features of these organizations and have
an idea of the quality and nature of the policy input they provide and whether they could be a
useful and reliable ally to move a certain policy proposal forward.

As regards external stakeholders, this article will focus on one specific type of organization,
namely interest groups. The article follows the definition of Jordan, Halpin, and Maloney (2004),
who define interest groups as collective organizations that advocate on behalf of the interests of
their constituency/membership on matters of public policy. This includes all formal
organizations that engage in policy advocacy on behalf of a specific constituency or to advance a
particular cause, such as human rights or the environment. By applying this definition, a wide
variety of membership-based organizations are included, such as business associations,
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professional associations, trade unions, and civil society groups. This latter sub-type—often
labeled as citizen groups in the US-orientated literature—includes groups that either seek to
represent identity communities (e.g., women, Indigenous, patients, etc.) or campaign for specific
causes (e.g., public interest groups focused on topics such as education, health, or government
transparency). This definition also distinguishes interest groups from other political
organizations, such as political parties (unlike groups, they participate in elections and seek to be
part of government) and think tanks (who usually do not have a membership-based nature and
focus primarily on the production and provision of policy advice). It also excludes other
organizations that might engage politically from time to time, such as corporations or (public)
institutions (such as local authorities). Their public policy engagement is generally a by-product
of their core activities (whether market- or governance-focused) and they are not collective
voluntary organizations, which implies that their internal organization and functioning is rather
different (see Salisbury, 1984; see also Fraussen & Halpin, 2018 for a more detailed discussion on
the differences and similarities among different types of political organizations).

Interest Groups and the Bureaucracy

The bureaucratic arena is an important one for interest groups, even though scholarly group
research has tended not to privilege it as a focus for study. For instance, while most studies of US
lobbying address Congress, one of the classic studies showed that most groups thought the
administrative arena was more important (Salisbury, 1984). When Furlong and Kerwin (2005)
assessed the importance of the bureaucracy to interest groups, 75% of the respondents to their
survey indicated that this arena was at least as important as Congress and the White House. In
neo-corporatist European countries, the bureaucratic arena has always been considered
important. Here, policy preparation committees involving groups and bureaucrats from client
ministries were viewed as the primary locus of group power over public policy (Schmitter &
Lehmbruch, 1979). Focusing on the German case, Mayntz and Scharpf (1975), for instance,
remark that “it is the ministries and not parliament or political parties to which organized
interests turn first, where they argue their demands in detail and to whom they present
information in support of their claims” (p. 67). Indeed, even in the pluralist United Kingdom,
there is a very long tradition of studying the consultative basis of public policy. Key authors have
long argued that the core of public policy is best explained by tracing interactions between the
bureaucracy and interest groups, rather than assuming governments impose decisions (see
Jordan & Maloney, 2001; but see Richardson, 2018).

The study of public administration rightly places much store in the decisions of government
departments and agencies and the behavior of civil servants within them. Civil servants are often
central actors in the first and final stages of the policy cycle, namely policy preparation and policy
implementation. Departments have responsibility for the formulation of policy proposals at the
request of government, in addition to carrying out the implementation of government decisions.
Furthermore, in the case of regulatory agencies, they are responsible for monitoring and
oversight. In all these different roles, policy expertise is often considered the key currency. As
noted by Godwin, Ainsworth, and Godwin (2013),
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the breadth and depth of the policy problems faced by modern societies require
bureaucratic expertise. Policymaking requires considerable issue-specific knowledge,
research, and time. When writing law, elected officials would like to leverage the
technical expertise and implementation capabilities housed within the bureaucratic
agencies. Ideally this would take the form of setting the broad normative targets and
letting the agencies implement those goals. (pp. 77—78)

That is, in order to fully understand societal problems, develop adequate policy proposals, and
ensure sound implementation of policy decisions, civil servants require detailed and
comprehensive insight into the policy issue at hand. Given that the likelihood of interest group
influence is generally considered higher when the issues at stake are highly technical and there is
limited attention from the general public (e.g., Kliiver, Braun, & Beyers, 2015), the administrative
arena provides a context in which groups can be highly effective. As Kerwin (2003) argues,

interest groups could find few modes of government decision making better suited to
their particular strengths than [bureaucratic] rulemaking ... Rulemaking often requires a
considerable amount of substantive, often technical, information. Agencies are rarely in
possession of all the information or insights they require to write sound, defensible rules.
Frequently interest groups and the individuals or firms they represent have ready access
to the information that agencies need. This gives such groups a considerable amount of

leverage. (p. 35)

Perspectives on the Relations Between Interest Groups and Bureaucrats

Depending on the intensity and privileged nature of the relationship between bureaucrats and
interest groups, and the extent to which bureaucrats’ decisions are influenced by particular
interest groups, these interactions have been characterized on a continuum that ranges from
capture to bureaucratic politics and policy networks (see Braun, 2012). In the first case, interest
groups dominate the interaction. As this set of organizations becomes fewer in number and is
dominated by narrow interests (e.g., business), concerns about undue influence and neglect of the
public interest increases. On the other end of the spectrum, bureaucrats are leading the dance.
The literature on bureaucratic politics emphasizes how civil servants engage with societal
interests (and other political actors and public institutions) in a highly strategic way in order to
serve their individual or organizational interests. In this view, they seek to leverage these
relationships to serve instrumental, organization-centered purposes, such as bureaucratic
autonomy (e.g., Carpenter, 2001) and political and societal support, that will facilitate policy
processes and implementation of specific measures.

The literature on policy networks assumes that the nature of these interactions will vary across
contextual settings, ranging from closed and exclusive policy communities to more inclusive and
dynamic issue networks that involve a broad and diverse range of organizations and are more ad
hoc and flexible in nature. This substantial variation and context-specific view resonates with a
neo-pluralist perspective on interest representation, which emphasizes that “the relationship
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among bureaucrats, political principals, and organized interests can vary depending on the
political environment at a given time and whether agencies are designed to be open to external
influence ... It suggests that influence is real, but usually limited, modifying policy at the
edges” (Lowery & Brasher, 2004, p. 219; see also Lowery & Gray, 2004).

While the examples illustrate the relevance of interactions between civil servants and interest
groups in both more pluralist and neo-corporatist countries, there still exists considerable
variation across political systems. The legacies of institutionalized forms of policy concertation
are still more strongly present in neo-corporatist systems, even if the prevalence of these
committees and their centrality in decision-making is in decline (see Christiansen et al., 2010;
Christiansen, Mach, & Varone, 2017). Equally importantly, the nature and institutionalization of
interactions between external stakeholders and civil servants also vary considerably across policy
domains within countries (e.g., Grossman, 2012; Grote, Lang, & Schneider, 2008). Finally,
interest group research highlights that even within the same policy domain, issue-specific
factors such as the salience and scope of a policy proposal will strongly shape the involvement of
external stakeholders (e.g., Hanegraaff & Berkhout, 2018; Smith, 2000; Wonka, De Bruycker, De
Bievre, Braun, & Beyers, 2018). It is important to note that most of the work covered in this article
focuses on advanced democracies, often on countries in Western Europe or the United States.

One of the reasons for the relative dominance of work examining the legislative arena is the
difficulty of data collection in the administrative arena. The provision of lobbying data from the
legislative arena—by way of lobby registration systems, evidence giving to committees, and so on
—has arguably redirected scholarly effort (research on corporatism in Scandinavia being a
notable exception; see, e.g., Blom-Hansen, 2000; Christiansen et al., 2010; Oberg et al., 2011). Yet
where scholars have instead undertaken the laborious task of —for instance—logging
submissions to administrative consultations or notice-and-comment type consultations, the
results have been illuminating (see, e.g., Yackee, 2012; Yackee & Yackee, 2006, in the United
States; and Ackland & Halpin, 2018; Halpin & Thomas, 2012, in the United Kingdom).

One clear conclusion arising from this work is that not all groups straddle political arenas. For
instance, focusing on a case study of the regulation of stem cell research in the state of California
across the legislature, administration, judiciary, and popular initiatives, Varone, Ingold, and
Jourdain (2016) find that only 4.6% of groups mobilize in two or more venues. Looking at the
Scottish public policy system, Halpin, MacLeod, and McLaverty (2012) show that only around 15%
of all groups straddle the legislative and bureaucratic arena. Likewise, examining interest group
access to the bureaucracy, parliament, and media in Denmark, Binderkrantz, Christiansen, and
Pedersen (2014) concluded that only 15% of the included groups were active in all these arenas,
yet these groups accounted for almost 70% of all appearances of groups across these arenas (p.
12).

The majority of groups, however, appear to be predominantly active in one of these political
arenas. To explain the varying presence of interest groups across arenas, scholars often rely on
exchange theory and highlight the specific and different needs of venue-specific “gatekeepers,”
such as journalists, civil servants, or elected politicians (Beyers & Braun, 2014; Binderkrantz et
al., 2014; Bouwen, 2004; Braun, 2013). Bureaucrats are first and foremost in need of expertise on
technical policy issues. These particular needs are often highlighted to explain the stronger
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presence of business groups in the bureaucratic arena. Yackee and Yackee (2006), for instance,
argue that business interests are better able to provide high-quality input, as they often have
more capacity to understand the complexity of the issue at stake, possess their own technical data
and expert information that civil servants need, and frequently rely on lawyers or commercial
lobbyists who can assist them in formulating specific policy demands. These contacts also often
remain informal or have only limited public visibility. This means that citizen groups, who often
focus their advocacy more strongly on rallying the public or media campaigns and frequently
prioritize agenda setting over shaping policy decisions, are generally less present in the
administrative arenas and tend to prioritize the media arena or the parliament (Berry, 1999;
Binderkrantz et al., 2014; see also Dur & Mateo, 2013).

Interest Groups and Issue Prioritization

From one perspective, it is assumed that groups develop a policy agenda—a set of issues that
matter to them—and then seek to make that a policy reality. This proactive view would assume
that groups straightforwardly pursue a set of issues irrespective of whether the political winds are
behind or in front of them. Key is that their issue positions reflect the views of the constituency
they set out to represent or advocate for. This approach is perhaps most obviously implied by the
pluralists of the post-war period in US political science, who saw the group system as a key
representative linkage between citizens and policymakers (see Truman, 1951). While they rarely
said so, the implication of their position is that groups matter because they signal to
policymakers what key sections of society—whether business, social segments, or professions—
see as important.

While interest groups are often described as transmission belts (e.g., Easton, 1971; see also
Albareda, 2018), this does not imply that they merely channel member preferences to other
audiences such as policymakers and journalists. Rather, they function as filters that regularly tap
the sentiment and concerns of their constituency and subsequently take up a select number of
these matters for political action. Of course, they may also seek to adjust, filter, or manage the
demands from their members to the political and societal context. As was already indicated by
Robert Salisbury, while “we are accustomed to thinking of groups as aggressive protagonists,
urging policies upon lawmakers or bureaucrats, and pushing to get things done ... To this we must
add that much of what group representatives do is react to the initiatives of others” (1992, p. 87).
Since the turn of the century, a stream of US-based research has pursued what is self-described
as a demand-side approach. Here, the key determinant of what groups actively lobby about is in
fact the issues that government pays attention to (see Baumgartner et al., 2011; Leech et al.,
2005). Thus, groups are viewed as primarily reactive: the aggregate pattern is that more groups
lobby in an issue domain where government demonstrates high levels of activity. A related
approach suggests that groups increase their activity when the political opportunity structure
becomes more favorable and windows of opportunity emerge (Austen-Smith & Wright, 1994;
Kingdon, 1984; Tarrow, 1988).
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Groups face a choice. While most interest groups have a broad portfolio of policy issues they could
address, they can only focus on a much more limited set of issues in their lobbying activities at
any one moment. How groups approach this process of issue prioritization, and which
considerations carry most weight in deciding priorities, has important implications for their
potential democratic value. Interest groups are considered vital vehicles for political
representation, and therefore quintessential interlocutors for policymakers who look for
organizations that can provide them with insights regarding the preferences of particular
constituencies. However, if the capacity of groups to function as intermediary organizations and
bridge between citizens and public authorities declines, their value to policymakers is likely to
decrease as well. Leech et al. (2005), for instance, argue that “while mobilization is certainly
possible without government involvement, it will be extremely difficult, and therefore rare” (p.
20). However, if groups merely respond to the priorities of government and prioritize talking to
policymakers over listening to and involving their membership, their status as representative and
legitimate spokesperson for a certain group in society can be questioned. By examining the
process of issue prioritization, how groups put representation into practice can be further
clarified and compared. A better understanding of this process is crucial to assess the dynamics of
interest representation, as by prioritizing certain issues a group “sifts and filters salient voices
and perspectives before they become manifest in advocacy work” (Halpin, Fraussen, & Nownes,
2018, p. 3). Thus, studying issue prioritization within groups provides valuable insight into which
societal voices are more likely to be heard by policymakers, or more generally what Strolovitch
(2006) has described as a “new mobilization of bias” (p. 895).

Issue Prioritization

What factors drive the selection of policy priorities by interest groups? A few studies have sought
to unpack the drivers of issue prioritization (Halpin et al., 2018; Knutson, 2016; Martin, 1995;
Scott, 2013; Strolovitch, 2007). This is an internal process, whereby the group sets out what issues
to give priority to. Issues are said to be priorities when considerable organizational resource is
allocated to achieving preferred outcomes. Thus, the outcome of this prioritization process may
be the visible lobbying that groups engage in, such as making submissions to administrative
inquiries. Yet prioritization may not always lead to this kind of public display of effort, as it also
relates to policy activities behind the scenes, such as extensive research into a specific issue or the
search for potential political allies on a particular legislative initiative. The literature can be
helpfully structured to point to five general dimensions that might shape the issue priorities of
groups (see Table 1; see also Halpin et al., 2018 for a more detailed discussion). Some of these are
internally orientated, such as internal responsiveness and policy capacities—they reflect intra-
organizational considerations and constraints. Others reflect characteristics of the political
environment, such as the salience of issues or the political opportunity structure, that might
encourage or discourage lobbying activities on a particular issue.

Internal responsiveness assumes that groups focus their attention on policy issues that align with
the interests of their core constituency or that are in line with their group’s core mission (Minkoff
& Powell, 2006; Truman, 1951). Given the variety in the internal organization and democratic

nature of groups, this internal responsiveness can have different forms and relate to multiple and
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distinct internal stakeholders, such as members, supporters, or (individual or institutional)
donor contributions. Policy capacity refers to financial resources, yet it also relates to staff
experience with this particular issue (Halpin & Binderkrantz, 2011; Moe, 1980). If the group has
previously worked on a topic or has internal policy committees dedicated to this policy area, it is
likely to pay continued attention to this matter, whereas for topics that are new to the
organization, or on which there is limited in-house expertise, the decision to take action will be
made less lightly. The niche-seeking dimension highlights how groups respond to other groups
in their environment. To stress their unique nature, they may seek out policy niches in which to
specialize, especially in a competitive environment (Browne, 1990; Gray & Lowery, 1996; Heaney,
2004). This applies to both specialist and generalist groups. For instance, groups with a broad
policy focus (for instance environmental issues) often end up with too much agenda overlap with
(possibly) competing groups active in the same policy domain (e.g., Johnson, 2006). On other
occasions, they may opt to join the bandwagon and focus their efforts on an issue that is getting a
lot of attention from other groups (Baumgartner & Leech, 2001; see also Scott, 2013).

The policy context characterizing a particular issue is also likely to play an important role. As
regards the political opportunity structure, both favorable and unfavorable conditions could be
important triggers to take political action (Austen-Smith & Wright, 1994; Kingdon, 1984;
Kollman, 1998). While the likelihood of a policy win and the presence of government allies is
likely to encourage lobbying activities (Baumgartner, Berry, Hojnacki, Kimball, & Leech, 2009), a
group may also need to counteract policy developments that go against their preferences. In that
case they may lobby for the status quo by engaging in “negative lobbying” through questioning
the feasibility and the effectiveness of the formulated policy proposal (McKay, 2012). Lastly,
issue-specific features, salience in particular, are known to strongly shape lobbying behavior (see
Hanegraaff & Berkhout, 2018; Rasmussen, Carroll, & Lowery, 2014; Smith, 2000) and are
therefore likely to co-determine prioritization processes. Attention from political or media elites
(e.g., Baumgartner et al., 2011; Binderkrantz et al., 2014), recent events (Cobb & Elder, 1983), or
popularity among the general public (e.g., Flothe & Rasmussen, 2018) can convince groups to
push an issue up their agenda.

Table 1. Five Drivers of Issue Prioritization

Drivers Considerations

Internal responsiveness Are mission and member/donor preferences aligned with this issue?
Policy capacities Has the group the resources and skills to advance the issue?
Niche-seeking Are other groups (not) working on this issue?

Political opportunity structure  Are political conditions (un)favorable to advancing the issue?

Issue salience Are key audiences (government, media, public) attentive to the issue?

Source: Adapted from Halpin et al. (2018).

Page 8 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

A survey of over 300 Australian groups demonstrated that groups generally consider all these
different drivers as relevant, confirming the multidimensional nature of the process of issue
prioritization. This is a relevant finding. Even though the literature on interest organizations has
long acknowledged the inherent tensions groups face (e.g., Schmitter & Streeck, 1999; see also
Berkhout, 2013), the strong emphasis on professionalization and effective lobbying in recent
decades has raised concerns that groups have become too focused on their political environment
and less responsive to the demands of their members. However, if the relative differences
between the drivers are examined closely, factors related to internal responsiveness are
considered somewhat more important. In particular, considerations related to the preferences of
members and the mission of the organization are considered very relevant. Elements related to
the political opportunity structure, such as the likelihood of victory and the presence of allies,
scored considerably lower. This is somewhat surprising, as the presence of (political) allies is
considered a key predictor of potential influence (Baumgartner et al., 2009). At the same time,
these findings align with the view that political activities do not (only) aim to shape policy
decisions but also seek to send signals to a group’s constituency. If members expect a group to
act, it might do so, even if the chances of having any impact are slim (Maloney, Jordan, &
McLaughlin, 1994). Concerns about organizational survival and maintenance sometimes carry
more weight than particular policy objectives and the likelihood of shaping public policy (Lowery,
2007). Most importantly, based on these findings, the portrayal of groups as either member- or
policy-focused seems to paint an inaccurate picture. If anything, groups actively and consciously
try to balance multiple internal and external considerations. For civil servants, there are
important lessons here. If a key part of their role in the context of policymaking is managing
relations with key stakeholders—even “reverse lobbying” —then their efforts (and the success of
those efforts) are likely to be shaped by the complex calculations of the groups themselves.

These findings resonate with classic work on interest groups, which already highlighted that
groups often play to two audiences, their constituency (logic of membership) and policymakers
(logic of influence) (Schmitter & Streeck, 1999). Hence, in their political engagement, groups are
expected to be conscious of membership preferences as well as (changing) political conditions
and societal events (which does not imply that all groups perform this balancing exercise in a
similar way). Likewise, the policy agenda of a group is likely to reflect both proactive and reactive
considerations. This was already highlighted in the seminal work of Kingdon (1984). While he
argues that “without the prospect of an open window, participants slack off. They are unwilling
to invest their time, political capital, energy and other resources in an effort that is unlikely to
bear fruit” (pp.175—176), he also emphasizes that political actors need to make investments in
order to be prepared when policy windows are opening (p. 177). Whereas most interest groups
that frequently engage in lobbying activities will surely respond to policy initiatives of concern to
them, several of them also devote considerable staff time to developing (multi-) annual working
plans, developing policy positions, and monitoring policy developments in a broad range of policy
domains (Halpin & Fraussen, 2017). These are critical activities and moments when groups “set”
their policy agenda in a more proactive fashion.
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The Bureaucracy and Issue Prioritization?

In this article, the relations between bureaucrats and interest groups have been addressed and
related to how groups prioritize issues for political action. Moving the focus to the receiving end
of this interaction, the civil servants, one might reasonably wonder how they determine policy
priorities. While the literature on political agenda setting has expanded considerably in since the
turn of the century, the possible role of bureaucrats in these processes, and how they allocate
their attention and process input from external stakeholders, has not received much scholarly
attention. Moreover, as argued by Baekgaard, Mortensen, and Bech Seeberg (2018, p. 239), while

the public administration literature has been dominated by questions about how
politicians can control the bureaucracy’s application and implementation of laws ... much
less scholarly attention is devoted to the influence of the bureaucracy on the content and
composition of the policy agenda at the front end of the process.

As aresult of this strong focus on the back end, policy implementation, there is limited
knowledge on how civil servants “filter information and generate alternatives to political
decision-makers at the front end of the policy process (Baumgartner & Jones, 2015; Workman,
2015)” (Baekgaard et al., 2018, p. 240; see also Workman et al., 2009). This filtering role can relate
to several activities, such as deciding which external stakeholders are granted access (e.g., Braun,
2012), assessing the credibility of the information they provide (e.g., Doberstein, 2017),
prioritizing certain administrative tasks (e.g., Gilad, 2015), or selecting and excluding policy
alternatives (Oberg, Lundin, & Thelander, 2015).

In recent years, scholars have started to tackle these important questions (e.g., Baekgaard et al.,
2018; Bark & Bell, 2019; Gilad, 2015; Oberg et al., 2015). For instance, Baekgaard et al. (2018)
analyzed the relation between characteristics of the bureaucracy and the government agenda at
the local level in Denmark. They conclude that as the share of administrative professionals within
the bureaucracy increases, the policy agenda becomes larger and more diverse. However, they
also find that this effect is mitigated by the professionalization and level of involvement of
elected politicians in the policymaking process via standing committees. Therefore, they expect
that “a professionalized bureaucracy might be an important substitute to a well-developed and
highly specialized committee system, assuring that otherwise neglected issues actually enter the
decision agenda of the political assembly (p. 242).” Work on the prioritization processes of
bureaucratic leaders in higher education also demonstrates how institutional factors, such as
administrative capacity and the specific task environment (e.g., the selectivity in determining the
served population and ownership of the institution), shifted the ranking of competing priorities
(Bark & Bell, 2019). Furthermore, in addition to these contextual factors, civil servants may also
exclude certain policy options or alternatives based on their “political feasibility,” which in some
cases carries more weight than considerations about their economic or technical constraints
(Oberg et al., 2015).
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The work of Gilad (2015) also provides useful insights into why civil servants may prioritize some
tasks and goals above others (for a discussion of how elected officials prioritize goals, see
Christensen, Dahlmann, Mathiasen, Moynihan, & Petersen, 2018). Focusing on the attention
allocation of public agencies, she argues that these organizations become more sensitive to their
external environment when they have multiple identities or a high degree of goal ambiguity (see
Chun & Rainey, 2005, p. 535), whereas agencies with a clear identity and prioritization of tasks
are much less sensitive to pressures from the public and the broader political environment. Here,
strong parallels with interest groups emerge, as a stronger institutionalization of processes for
the development of policy positions also enables them to engage with policymakers in a more
proactive and consistent way and ensures higher sensitivity to the preferences of their members
and the organization’s mission (Halpin & Fraussen, 2017).

In sum, these studies indicate that organizational characteristics matter for understanding
processes of issue prioritization within both interest groups and public agencies. They shape the
nature of the agenda of these organizations and institutions, and they co-determine the extent to
which both interest group leaders and civil servants are sensitive to demands in their external
environment, and how they balance these pressures with the preferences of their constituency or
political principals. While this balancing exercise will always be challenging to intermediary
organizations, uneven attention to key public tasks or constituency concerns could have
important democratic implications, such as “overlooking significant problems and consequent
policy failure” (Gilad, 2015, p. 594, see also Gilad, Alon-Barkat, & Weiss, 2018). We concur with
Oberg et al. (2015) that “a focus on the stage in which policy alternatives are analyzed, produced
and presented to politicians is likely to improve policy design and, consequently, strengthen
democracy and produce better policies” (p. 111). To better understand these processes, future
research on issue prioritization and public decision-making would benefit from a more
integrated approach that considers prioritization practices of both interest groups and civil
servants.

References

Aberbach, J. D., Putnam, R. D., & Rockman, B. A. (1981). Bureaucrats and politicians in Western democracies.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Ackland, R., & Halpin, D. R. (2018). Change or stability in the structure of interest group networks? Evidence from
Scottish Public Policy Consultations. Journal of Public Policy, 39(2), 267-294.

Albareda, A. (2018). Connecting society and policymakers? Conceptualizing and measuring the capacity of civil society
organizations to act as transmission belts. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations,
29(6), 1216-1232.

Austen-Smith, D., & Wright, J. R. (1994). Counteractive lobbying. American Journal of Political Science, 38(1), 25-44.

Baekgaard, M., Mortensen, P. B., & Bech Seeberg, H. (2018). The bureaucracy and the policy agenda. Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, 28(2), 239-253.

Page 11 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Bark, T., & Bell, E. (2019). Issue prioritization by bureaucratic leaders: The influence of institutional structure.
Administration & Society, 51(6), 915-950.

Baumgartner, F. R., Berry, J. M., Hojnacki, M., Kimball, D. C., & Leech, B. L. (2009). Lobbying and policy change: Who
wins, who loses, and why. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Baumgartner, F. R., & Jones, B. D. (2015). The politics of information: Problem definition and the course of public policy
in America. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Baumgartner, F., & Jones, B. (2018). Why congressional capacity is not enough. Paper presented at The State of
Congressional Capacity Conference, New America, Washington, DC, March 1-2.

Baumgartner, F. R., Larsen-Price, H. A, Leech, B. L., & Rutledge, P. (2011). Congressional and presidential effects on the
demand for lobbying. Political Research Quarterly, 64(1), 3-16.

Baumgartner, F. R., & Leech, B. L. (2001). Interest niches and policy bandwagons: Patterns of interest group
involvement in national politics. Journal of Politics, 63(4), 1191-1213.

Berkhout, J. (2013). Why interest organizations do what they do: Assessing the explanatory potential of “exchange”
approaches. Interest Groups and Advocacy, 22(2), 227-250.

Berry, J. (1999). The new liberalism: The rising power of citizen groups. Washington, DC: Brookings.

Beyers, J., & Braun, C. (2014). Ties that count: Explaining interest group access to policymakers. Journal of Public
Policy, 34(1),93-121.

Binderkrantz, A., Christiansen, P. M., & Pedersen, H. H. (2014). Interest group access to the bureaucracy, parliament,
and the media. Governance, 28(1), 95-112.

Blom-Hansen, J. (2000). Still corporatism in Scandinavia? A survey of recent empirical findings. Scandinavian Political
Studies, 23(2), 157-181.

Bouwen, P. (2004). Exchanging access goods for access: A comparative study of business lobbying in the European
Union institutions. European Journal of Political Research, 43(3), 337-3609.

Braun, C. (2012). The captive or the broker? Explaining public agency-interest group interactions. Governance—an
International Journal of Policy Administration and Institutions, 25(2), 291-314.

Braun, C. (2013). The driving forces of stability: Exploring the nature of long-term bureaucracy-interest group
interactions. Administration & Society, 45(7), 809-836.

Browne, W. P. (1990). Organized interest and their issue niches: A search for pluralism in a policy domain. Journal of
Politics, 52(2), 477-509.

Carpenter, D. P. (2001). The forging of bureaucratic Autonomy: Reputations, networks, and policy innovation in executive
agencies, 1862-1928. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Page 12 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Christensen, J., Dahlmann, C. M., Mathiasen, A. H., Moynihan, D. P., & Petersen, N. B. G. (2018). How do elected officials
evaluate performance? Goal preferences, governance preferences, and the process of goal reprioritization. Journal of
Public Administration Research and Theory, 28(2), 197-211.

Christiansen, P. M., Mach, A., & Varone, F. (2017). How corporatist institutions shape the access of citizen groups to
policy-makers: Evidence from Denmark and Switzerland. Journal of European Public Policy, 25(4), 526-545.

Christiansen, P. M., Norgaard, A. S., Rommetvedt, H., Svensson, T., Thesen, G., & Oberg, P. (2010). Varieties of
democracy: Interest groups and corporatist committees in Scandinavian policy making. VOLUNTAS: International
Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations, 21(1), 22-40.

Chun, Y. H., & Rainey, H. G. (2005). Goal ambiguity in U.S. federal agencies. Journal of Public Administration Research
and Theory, 15(1), 1-30.

Cobb, R.W., & Elder, C. D. (1983). Participation in American politics: The dynamics of agenda-building. Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press.

Craft, J., & Howlett, M. (2012). Policy formulation, governance shifts and policy influence: Location and content in
policy advisory systems. Journal of Public Policy, 32(2), 79-98.

Craft, J., & Wilder, M. (2017). Catching a second wave: Context and compatibility in advisory system dynamics. Policy
Studies Journal, 45(1), 215-239.

Daugbjerg, C., & Fawcett, P. (2015). Metagovernance, network structure, and legitimacy: Developing a heuristic for
comparative governance analysis. Administration & Society, 49(9), 1223-1245.

Doberstein, C. (2017). Whom do bureaucrats believe? A randomized controlled experiment testing perceptions of
credibility of policy research. Policy Studies Journal, 45(2), 384-405.

Dur, A., & Mateo, G. (2013). Gaining access or going public? Interest group strategies in five European countries.
European Journal of Political Research, 52(5), 660-686.

Easton, D. (1971). Political system: An inquiry into the state of political science. New York, NY: Alfred A. Knopf.

Flothe, L., & Rasmussen, A. (2018). Public voices in the heavenly chorus? Group type bias and opinion representation.
Journal of European Public Policy, 26(6), 824-842.

Fraussen, B., & Halpin, D. R. (2018). Political parties and interest organizations at the crossroads: Perspectives on the
transformation of political organizations. Political Studies Review, 16(1), 25-37.

Furlong, S. R., & Kerwin, C. M. (2005). Interest group participation in rule making: A decade of change. Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, 15(3), 353-370.

Gilad, S. (2015). Political pressures, organizational identity, and attention to tasks: Illustrations from pre-crisis
financial regulation. Public Administration, 93(3), 593-608.

Gilad, S., Alon-Barkat, S., & Weiss, C. M. (2018). Bureaucratic politics and the translation of movement agendas.
Governance, 32(2), 369-385.

Page 13 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Godwin, K., Ainsworth, S. H., & Godwin, E. (2013). Lobbying and policymaking: The public pursuit of private interests.
Thousand Oaks, CA: CQ Press.

Gray, V., & Lowery, D. (1996). The population ecology of interest representation: Lobbying communities in the American
states. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Grossmann, M. (2012). The variable politics of the policy process: Issue-area differences and comparative networks.
Journal of Politics, 75(1), 65-79.

Grote, J. R., Lang, A., & Schneider, V. (Eds.). (2008). Organized business interests in changing environments: The
complexity of adaptation. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Halpin, D. R., & Binderkrantz, A. S. (2011). Explaining breadth of policy engagement: Patterns of interest group
mobilization in public policy. Journal of European Public Policy, 18(2),201-219.

Halpin, D. R., & Fraussen, B. (2017). Laying the groundwork: Linking internal agenda-setting processes of interest
groups to their role in policy making. Administration & Society, 51(8), 1337-1359.

Halpin, D. R., Fraussen, B., & Nownes, A. J. (2018). The balancing act of establishing a policy agenda: Conceptualizing
and measuring drivers of issue prioritization within interest groups. Governance, 31(2), 215-237.

Halpin, D., MacLeod, I., & McLaverty, P. (2012). Committee hearings of the Scottish parliament: Evidence giving and
policy learning. Journal of Legislative Studies, 18(1), 1-20.

Halpin, D., & Thomas, H. (2012). Evaluating the breadth of policy engagement by organized interests. Public
Administration, 90(3), 582-599.

Hanegraaff, M., & Berkhout, J. (2018). More business as usual? Explaining business bias across issues and institutions
in the European Union. Journal of European Public Policy, 6(6), 843-862.

Heaney, M. T. (2004). Outside the issue niche: The multidimensionality of interest group identity. American Politics
Research, 32(6), 611-651.

Johnson, E. (2006). Changing issue representation among major United States environmental movement
organizations. Rural Sociology, 71(1), 132-154.

Jordan, G., Halpin, D., & Maloney, W. (2004). Defining interests: Disambiguation and the need for new distinctions?
British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 6(2), 195-212.

Jordan, G., & Maloney, W. (2001). Britain: Change and continuity within the new realities of British politics. In C.
Thomas (Ed.), Political parties and interest groups: Shaping democratic governance (pp. 27-44). Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner.

Kerwin, C. M. (2003). Rulemaking: How government agencies write law and make policy (3rd ed.). Washington, DC: CQ
Press.

Kim, Y., & Darnall, N. (2016). Business as a collaborative partner: Understanding firms’ sociopolitical support for policy
formation. Public Administration Review, 76(2), 326-337.

Page 14 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Kingdon, J. W. (1984). Agendas, alternatives, and public policies. Boston, MA: Little, Brown.

Kliiver, H., Braun, C., & Beyers, J. (2015). Legislative lobbying in context: Towards a conceptual framework of interest
group lobbying in the European Union. Journal of European Public Policy, 22(4), 447-461.

Knutson, K. (2016). From identity to issue: Policy agenda and framing shifts within long-term coalitions. Politics,
Groups, and Identities, 6(2), 281-302.

Kollman, K. (1998). Outside lobbying: Public opinion and interest group strategies. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.

Lang, A. (2016). Collaborative governance in health and technology policy: The use and effects of procedural policy
instruments. Administration & Society, 51(2), 272-298.

Leech, B. L., Baumgartner, F. R., La Pira, T. M., & Semanko, N. A. (2005). Drawing lobbyists to Washington: Government
activity and the demand for advocacy. Political Research Quarterly, 58(1), 19-30.

Lowery, D. (2007). Why do organized interests lobby? A multi-goal, multi-context theory of lobbying. Polity, 39(1), 29-
54,

Lowery, D., & Brasher, H. (2004). Organized interests and American government. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.

Lowery, D., & Gray, V. (2004). A neopluralist perspective on research on organized interests. Political Research
Quarterly, 57(1), 163-175.

Mahoney, C., & Baumgartner, F. R. (2015). Partners in advocacy: Lobbyists and government officials in Washington.
Journal of Politics, 77(1), 202-215.

Maloney, W., Jordan, G., & McLaughlin, M. (1994). Interest groups and public policy: The insider/outsider model
revisited. Journal of Public Policy, 14(1), 17-38.

Martin, C. J. (1995). Nature or nurture? Sources of firm preference for national health reform. American Political
Science Review, 89(4), 898-913.

Mayntz, R., & Scharpf, F. W. (1975). Policy-making in the German Federal Bureaucracy. Amsterdam, The Netherlands:
Elsevier.

McKay, A. (2012). Negative lobbying and policy outcomes. American Politics Research, 40(1), 116-146.

Minkoff, D., & Powell, W. W. (2006). Nonprofit mission: Constancy, responsiveness, or deflection? In W. W. Powell &R.
Steinberg (Eds.), The nonprofit sector: A research handbook (pp. 591-611). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Moe, T. M. (1980). The organization of interests: Incentives and the internal dynamics of political interest groups.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Oberg, P., Lundin, M., & Thelander, J. (2015). Political power and policy design: Why are policy alternatives
constrained? Policy Studies Journal, 43(1), 93-114.

Page 15 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Oberg, P., Svensson, T., Christiansen, P. M., Norgaard, A. S., Rommetvedt, H., & Thesen, G. (2011). Disrupted exchange
and declining corporatism: Government authority and interest group capability in Scandinavia. Government and
Opposition, 46(3), 365-391.

O‘Leary, R., Gerard, C., & Bingham, L. B. (2006). Introduction to the Symposium on Collaborative Public Management.
Public Administration Review, 66, 6-9.

Peters, G., & Pierre, J. (1998). Governance without government? Rethinking public administration. Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, 8(2), 223-243.

Rasmussen, A., Carroll, B. J., & Lowery, D. (2014). Representatives of the public? Public opinion and interest group
activity. European Journal of Political Research, 53(2), 250-268.

Rhodes, R. A. W. (1997). Understanding governance: Policy networks, governance, reflexivity and accountability.
Philadelphia, PA: Open University.

Richardson, J. (2018). The changing British policy style: From governance to government? British Politics, 13(2), 215-
233.

Rourke, F. E. (1976). Bureaucracy, politics, and public policy. Boston, MA: Little, Brown.

Salisbury, R. H. (1984). Interest representation: The dominance of institutions. American Political Science Review, 78(1),
64-76.

Salisbury, R. H. (1990). The paradox of interest groups in Washington. In A. King (Ed.), New American political system
(2nd ed., pp. 203-230). Washington, DC: AEI Press.

Salisbury, R. H. (1992). Interests and institutions. Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press.
Schmitter, P. C., & Lehmbruch, G. (1979). Trends toward corporatist intermediation. London, UK: SAGE.

Schmitter, P. C., & Streeck, W. (1999). The organization of business interests. Studying the associative action of business
in advanced industrial societies. Koln. MPIfG Discussion Paper 99/ 1. Cologne: Max-Planck-Institut fur
Gesellschaftsforschung (org. version (1981): WZB Discussion Paper, IIM/ LMP 81-13).

Scott, J. C. (2013). Social processes in lobbyist agenda development: A longitudinal network analysis of interest
groups and legislation. Policy Studies Journal, 41(4), 608-635.

Smith, M. A. (2000). American business and political power: Public opinion, elections, and democracy. Chicago, IL:
University of Chicago Press.

Strolovitch, D. Z. (2006). Do interest groups represent the disadvantaged? Advocacy at the intersections of race, class,
and gender. Journal of Politics, 68(4), 894-910.

Strolovitch, D. Z. (2007). Affirmative advocacy: Race, class, and gender in interest group politics. Chicago, IL: University
of Chicago Press.

Tarrow, S. (1988). National politics and collective action: Recent theory and research in Western Europe and the
United States. Annual Review of Sociology, 14, 421-440.

Page 16 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022



Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization

Truman, D. B. (1951). The governmental process: Political interests and public opinion (1st ed.). New York, NY: Knopf.

Varone, F., Ingold, K., & Fischer, M. (2019). Policy networks and the roles of public administrations. In A. Ladner, N.
Soguel, Y. Emery, S. Weerts, & S. Nahrath (Eds.), Swiss public administration (pp. 339-353). Cham, Switzerland:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Varone, F., Ingold, K., & Jourdain, C. (2016). Defending the status quo across venues and coalitions: Evidence from
California interest groups. Journal of Public Policy, 37(1), 1-26.

Wonka, A., De Bruycker, I, De Biévre, D., Braun, C., & Beyers, J. (2018). Patterns of conflict and mobilization: Mapping
interest group activity in EU legislative policymaking. Politics and Governance, 6(3), 136-146.

Workman, S., Jones, B. D., & Jochim, A. E. (2009). Information processing and policy dynamics. Policy Studies Journal,
37(1), 75-92.

Workman, S. (2015). The dynamics of bureaucracy in the US Government. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press.

Yackee, S. W. (2012). The politics of ex parte lobbying: Pre-proposal agenda building and blocking during agency
rulemaking. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 22(2), 373-393.

Yackee, J. W., & Yackee, S. W. (2006). A bias towards business? Assessing interest group influence on the US
bureaucracy. Journal of Politics, 68(1), 128-139.

Related Articles

Agenda Setting and the Policy Process: Focusing Events
Controlling Bureaucratic Corruption

Governance through Civil Society

Page 17 of 17

Printed from Oxford Research Encyclopedias, Politics. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a
single article for personal use (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).
Subscriber: Universiteit Leiden - LUMC; date: 05 December 2022


https://oxfordre.com/politics/viewbydoi/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.165
https://oxfordre.com/politics/viewbydoi/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1463
https://oxfordre.com/politics/viewbydoi/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.013.1415

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Summary
	External Agents in Public Policymaking
	Keywords
	Subjects

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups and the Bureaucracy

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Perspectives on the Relations Between Interest Groups and Bureaucrats

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups and Issue Prioritization

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Issue Prioritization

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Table 1. Five Drivers of Issue Prioritization

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	The Bureaucracy and Issue Prioritization?

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	References

	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Interest Groups, the Bureaucracy, and Issue Prioritization
	Related Articles


