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Summary
LearningOutcome 6–1 Explain what an interest group is, why interest groups form, 
and how interest groups function in american politics. 1 An interest group is an orga-
nized group of people sharing common objectives who actively attempt to influ-
ence government policymakers through direct and indirect methods. The right 
to form interest groups and to lobby the government is protected by the First 
Amendment. Interest groups may form—and existing groups may become more 
politically active—when the government expands its scope of activities. Interest 
groups also come into existence in response to a perceived threat to a group’s 
interests, or they can form in reaction to the creation of other groups. Purposive 
incentives, solidary incentives, and material incentives are among the reasons people 
join interest groups. 2 Interest groups (a) help bridge the gap between citizens and 
government; (b) help raise public awareness and inspire action on various issues; 
(c) provide public officials with specialized information that may be useful in mak-
ing policy choices; and (d) serve as another check on public officials. The pluralist 
theory of American democracy views politics as a contest among various interest 
groups to gain benefits for their members. 3 Although interest groups and political 
parties are both groups of people joined together for political purposes, they differ 
in several ways. 

LearningOutcome 6–2 Identify the various types of interest groups. 4 The most 
common interest groups are those that promote private interests. Public-interest 
groups are formed with the broader goal of working for the “public good,” though 
in reality, all lobbying groups represent special interests. 5 Business has long been 
well organized for effective action. Hundreds of business groups operate at all lev-
els of government, and there are also umbrella organizations, including the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce, that represent business interests. Trade organizations sup-
port policies that benefit specific industries. Interest groups representing labor have 
been some of the most influential groups in the nation’s history, though the strength 
and political power of labor unions have waned in the last several decades. Public 
employee unions, however, have grown in both numbers and political clout in recent 
years. 6 Most professions that require advanced education or specialized training 
have organizations to protect and promote their interests. There are many groups 
working for general agricultural interests at all levels of government, and producers 
of various specific farm commodities have formed their own organizations. Groups 
organized for the protection of consumer rights were very active in the 1960s and 
1970s, and some are still active today. 7 Americans who share the same race, eth-
nicity, gender, or other characteristic often have important common interests and 
form identity interest groups. Some interest groups, including environmental and 
religious groups, are organized to promote a shared political perspective or ideol-
ogy. 8 Numerous interest groups focus on a single issue. Efforts by state and local 
governments to lobby the federal government have escalated in recent years. 

LearningOutcome 6–3 Discuss how the activities of interest groups help to shape 
government policymaking. 9 Interest groups operate at all levels of government 
and use a variety of strategies to steer policies in ways beneficial to their interests. 
Sometimes they attempt to influence policymakers directly, but at other times 
they try to exert indirect influence on policymakers by shaping public opinion. 
10  Lobbying and providing election support are two important direct techniques 
used by interest groups. Groups also try to influence public policy through third 
parties or the general public. Indirect techniques include advertising, rating systems, 
issue advocacy through independent expenditures, mobilizing constituents, going to 
court, and organizing demonstrations. 
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direct technique Any method used by an 
interest group to interact with govern-
ment officials directly to further the 
group’s goals. 136

free rider problem The difficulty that 
exists when individuals can enjoy the out-
come of an interest group’s efforts without 
having to contribute, such as by becom-
ing members of the group. 128

independent expenditure An expendi-
ture for activities that are independent 
from (not coordinated with) those of a 
political candidate or a political party. 140

indirect technique Any method used by 
interest groups to influence government 
officials through third parties, such as 
voters. 139

interest group An organized group of 
individuals sharing common objectives 
who actively attempt to influence policy-
makers. 126

labor force All of the people over the 
age of sixteen who are working or actively 
looking for jobs. 133

lobbying All of the attempts by organiza-
tions or by individuals to influence the 
passage, defeat, or contents of legislation 
or to influence the administrative deci-
sions of government. 136

lobbyist An individual who handles 
a particular interest group’s lobbying 
efforts. 137

material incentive A reason to join an 
interest group—practical benefits such as 
discounts, subscriptions, or group insur-
ance. 128

pluralist theory A theory that views poli-
tics as a contest among various interest 
groups—at all levels of government—to 
gain benefits for their members. 129

political action committee (PaC) A com-
mittee that is established by a corpora-
tion, labor union, or special interest group 
to raise funds and make campaign contri-
butions on the establishing organization’s 
behalf. 138

public-interest group An interest group 
formed for the purpose of working for 
the “public good.” Examples of public- 
interest groups are the American Civil 
Liberties Union and Common Cause. 131

purposive incentive A reason to join 
an interest group—satisfaction resulting 
from working for a cause in which one 
believes. 128
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LearningOutcome 6–4 Describe how interest groups are regulated by government. 
11 The Lobbying Disclosure Act of 1995 reformed a 1946 law in several ways, par-
ticularly by creating stricter definitions of who is a lobbyist. In the wake of lobbying 
scandals in the early 2000s, additional lobbying reform efforts were undertaken. The 
Honest Leadership and Open Government Act of 2007 increased lobbying disclo-
sure and placed further restrictions on the receipt of gifts and travel by members 
of Congress paid for by lobbyists and the organizations they represent. In spite of 
legislation designed to reduce the “revolving door” syndrome, it remains common 
for those who leave positions with the federal government to become lobbyists or 
consultants for the interest groups they helped to regulate. 

Fill-In

LearningOutcome 6–1
 1. First (LearningOutcome 6–1)
 2. Disturbance 

(LearningOutcome 6–1)
 3. 11.9 (LearningOutcome 6–2)
 4. Right-to-work 

(LearningOutcome 6–2)
 5. all of the attempts by orga-

nizations or by individuals to 
influence the passage, defeat, 
or contents of legislation or 
to influence the administra-
tive decisions of government 
(LearningOutcome 6–3)

Answers tO study tOOls QuIz
 6. amicus curiae briefs. 

(LearningOutcome 6–3)
 7. revolving door 

(LearningOutcome 6–4)

Multiple Choice
 8. b. (LearningOutcome 6–1)
 9. c. (LearningOutcome 6–1)
 10. a. (LearningOutcome 6–2)
 11. c. (LearningOutcome 6–2)
 12. b. (LearningOutcome 6–3)
 13. a. (LearningOutcome 6–3)
 14. c. (LearningOutcome 6–3)
 15. c. (LearningOutcome 6–4)

rating system A system by which a par-
ticular interest group evaluates (rates) the 
performance of legislators based on how 
often the legislators have voted with the 
group’s position on particular issues. 139

right-to-work laws Laws that ban unions 
from collecting dues or other fees from 
workers whom they represent but who 
have not actually joined the union. 133

solidary incentive A reason to join an 
interest group—pleasure in associating 
with like-minded individuals. 128

trade organization An association 
formed by members of a particular indus-
try, such as the oil industry or the trucking 
industry, to develop common standards 
and goals for the industry. Trade organiza-
tions, as interest groups, lobby govern-
ment for legislation or regulations that 
specifically benefit their groups. 132




