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1 Introduction

The question of who wins and who loses lies at the heart of the study of politics.

Understanding why some interest groups win and others lose should be of particular

concern to scholars of European politics since the European Union (EU) constitutes a

promising political opportunity structure for organized interests: The multiple layers of

government together with the high fragmentation of the European institutions provide a

plurality of access points to the decision-making process. These institutional provisions

facilitating interest group access have been supplemented by an increasing openness of

the European institutions towards interest groups. Due to the constant criticism of the

democratic deficit, the European Commission has taken various initiatives to increase

the participation of interest groups such as the White Paper on Governance or the

Transparency Initiative (Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007). Even though the Commission

initiatives have provided broad access to a wide variety of interest groups, recent empirical

evidence shows that the ability to exploit this access varies considerably across groups

(Dür and de Bièvre, 2007a; Persson, 2007). How can this be explained? Why are some

interest groups able to influence policy-making in the European Union while others are

not?

Many hypotheses exist that stress potential determinants of interest group influence on

policy-making (for reviews, see Dür and de Bièvre, 2007b; Dür, 2008a). However, only very

few scholars have empirically dealt with interest group influence due to methodological

difficulties in measuring influence so that empirical tests of these hypotheses are scarce

(see also Dür and de Bièvre, 2007b; Dür, 2008b,a). The hypotheses can be classified into

two broad categories: Interest group properties and issue-specific factors.1 In terms of

interest group properties, several explanatory factors have been suggested such as type of

interest, resources or information supply. A prominent hypothesis is that interest groups

which defend diffuse interests are less successful in influencing policy-making than interest

groups representing concentrated interests. However, the empirical findings concerning

this hypothesis are contradictory: Whereas Dür and de Bièvre (2007a) and Schneider

and Baltz (2003) confirm the hypothesis that diffuse interests are less influential than

concentrated interests, other authors contend that diffuse interests were in fact capable

of exerting a considerable amount of influence on European policy-making (e.g. Pollack,

1997c; Warleigh, 2000). The same is true for the resource hypothesis: Whereas Eising

(2007) and Klüver (2010a) demonstrated that resource endowment has a positive effect

1Dür and de Bièvre (2007a) and Dür (2008a) also classify institutional features as a third group of
explanatory variables. However, when solely examining interest group influence in one particular political
system, the institutional context alone cannot account for variation in interest group influence since it is
held constant and all interest groups face the same institutions.
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on interest group access to European institutions, Mahoney (2007, 2008) and Baumgartner

et al. (2009) did not find any clear relationship between resources and lobbying success.

The importance of information supply for interest group influence has also been discussed

extensively in the literature (e.g. Austen-Smith, 1993; Bouwen, 2004; Bernhagen and

Bräuninger, 2005), but large empirical studies that systematically test the effect of

information supply on interest group influence are still lacking.

In recent years, scholars have furthermore pointed out the importance of issue-related

factors for interest group influence (Dür and de Bièvre, 2007b; Dür, 2008a; Mahoney,

2007, 2008; Baumgartner et al., 2009; Klüver, 2010b). Several explanatory variables have

been suggested such as salience, conflictuality and complexity. Studies that empirically

test these hypotheses are however scarce (for an exception, see Mahoney, 2007, 2008). A

recent American study has moreover identified the characteristics of lobbying coalitions

as an important issue-related variable affecting interest group influence (Baumgartner

et al., 2009). Lobbying coalitions are defined as sets of actors who share the same policy

goal (Baumgartner et al., 2009, 6). Baumgartner et al. (2009) demonstrated that not only

characteristics of individual interest groups, but also characteristics of lobbying coalitions

have to be taken into account to understand interest group influence in the United States.

Up until now, there are however no studies that examine the importance of lobbying

coalitions for interest group influence in other political systems including the European

Union.

In conclusion, whereas each of the cited studies has great merits in pointing out possible

determinants of interest group influence in the European Union, a multitude of usually

unconnected hypotheses has been suggested and empirical evidence is still scarce. This

article therefore aims at solving the presented puzzle by explaining why some interest

groups are able to influence policy-making in the European Union while others are not.

It provides two major contributions to interest group research: First, I systematically

combine explanatory factors that have been suggested previously, but that have so far

been treated in isolation from each other, to a coherent theoretical model of interest

group influence in the European Union. More specifically, I develop a theoretical exchange

model that identifies information supply, citizen support and market power of lobbying

coalitions as the main determinants of interest group influence. Second, using a new

measurement approach to interest group influence, this article tests these theoretical

expectations across a wide variety of policy issues and interest groups based on a large

new dataset that I constructed. I present a unique and unprecedented empirical analysis of

interest group influence on policy-making in the European Union which allows me to draw

general conclusions concerning the determinants of interest group influence on European

policy-making.
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This study focuses on one particular stage of the policy-making process, the policy

formulation stage. During this stage, the European Commission develops its legislative

proposal which is then passed on to the Council and the European Parliament (EP).

The European Commission has the sole right of initiative in the first pillar so legislative

policy-making in this pillar always starts with a proposal of the Commission. The

discussion between the Council and the European Parliament can therefore only take

place based on a preliminary legislative framework that was designed by the Commission

and it is therefore more difficult for the other institutions to amend than to accept

its proposal. Accordingly, a former Secretary General of the European Commission

commented that “for interest groups in particular, the proposal stage often offers the

most fertile opportunities for exerting influence” (Thomson and Hosli, 2006, 15). Bouwen

(2009, 25) reasons in a similar vein: “It is common knowledge among lobbyists that as

long as no formal written documents are produced during the policy development stage,

changes to the policy proposals can be made much more swiftly and easily”.

The article proceeds as follows: I first present the theoretical model from which I derive

hypotheses concerning the determinants of interest group influence. I then illustrate the

research design of this study before empirically testing the theoretical expectations. The

article concludes with a summary of the results.

2 The exchange of goods between the European

Commission and lobbying coalitions

In this section, I develop a theoretical exchange model that explains why some interest

groups are able to influence policy formulation in the European Union while others are not.

The starting point are theoretical assumptions about the logic of action and the objectives

of interest groups and the European Commission. I then derive propositions about the

goods that are exchanged between interest groups and the European Commission. I

expect that interest groups demand influence whereas the European Commission demands

policy-relevant information, citizen support and market power. The ability of interest

groups to influence policy formulation is hypothesized to vary with the capacity to provide

these goods to the European Commission. Since lobbying is however a collective enterprise,

I argue that information supply, citizen support and market power have to be taken into

account at the lobbying coalition level rather than at the individual interest group level.

Figure 1 illustrates the exchange model.
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Figure 1: Theoretical exchange model
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2.1 Objectives of interest groups and the European

Commission

Interest groups are all societal actors who have a political interest, who are organized and

who do not strive for public office (Beyers, Eising and Maloney, 2008, 106-107). Drawing

on rational choice theory, I assume that interest groups are rational, goal-oriented and

purposeful (collective) actors that follow a fixed set of ordered goals (Downs, 1957). I

distinguish four types of objectives (Woll, 2008, 33-35): “Basic interests” are the general

or universal interests of organizations. “Role-specific interests” apply the basic interest

to the specific situation of the actor in question. “Means preferences” are strategies

organizations can employ in order to achieve their role-specific and ultimately their basic

interests. “Policy preferences” finally constitute the policy positions interest groups adopt

concerning concrete policy issues that accommodate their role-specific interests.

Table 1: Objectives of interest groups and the European Commission

Type of objective Associations Companies European Commission

1. Basic interest Survival Survival Survival

2. Role-specific interest Member acquisition Maximizing profitability Presenting successful proposals

3. Means preference 1. Gaining influence 1. Gaining influence 1. Gathering information
2. Provision of services 2. Customer acquisition 2. Obtaining legitimacy

3. Reducing costs 3. Gaining support of
politically important actors

4. Policy preference Policy position on Policy position on Policy position on
policy initiative policy initiative policy initiative

The basic interest of interest groups is survival (e.g. Gray and Lowery, 1996; Lowery,

2007). All other goals of interest groups are secondary since survival is the precondition
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for achieving any of the other objectives. Survival is the basic interest of associations and

companies which are both subsumed under the term “interest groups”. The key difference

between associations and companies is membership. Whereas associations are membership

organizations that have individuals, companies, public institutions or other associations

as members, companies are corporate actors that do not have any members. Associations

and companies therefore have different internal structures and different functions so that

the pathway to survival is different (see table 1).

Associations are competing for members to extract from them adequate resources to

ensure their survival (McCarthy and Zald, 1977). The role-specific interest of associations

is therefore the acquisition and maintenance of members. Members join associations so

that they influence legislators in their interest and due to special services they provide to

their members (Olson, 1965).2 The satisfaction of these demands is important for keeping a

large member basis and thereby ensuring the flow of resources and ultimately the survival

of associations. Accordingly, the means preferences of associations are maximizing their

influence on the political decision-making process and the provision of services to their

members. The role-specific interest of companies is to maximize profitability in order

to ensure their survival (Knoke and Prensky, 1984, 4-6). The profitability of companies

depends on three factors: The acquisition of customers, the costs of providing goods and

services and their influence on legislation which is analytically most important for the

purpose of this study. Since the profitability of companies is strongly affected by the

political environment, companies attempt to maximize their profitability by influencing

political decisions to their advantage (Coen, 1997; Woll, 2008). An important means

preference of companies is therefore influencing policy-making in order to generate a more

favorable environment for their business. In conclusion, maximizing political influence is

an important strategy for associations as well as companies. Accordingly, the following

proposition can be derived:

Proposition 1: Interest groups demand influence from the European Commission.

Drawing on rational choice theory, I assume that also the European Commission is a

rational, goal-oriented and purposeful (collective) actor who follows a fixed set of ordered

goals (Downs, 1957). I assume that its basic interest is survival, that is retaining its

competences that were delegated by member states (Majone, 1996a, 73). Member states

have delegated oversight, policy implementation and agenda-setting competences to the

European Commission in order to reduce the transaction costs of EU policy-making and

to credibly commit themselves to their agreements (Moravcsik, 1998; Pollack, 2003).

2Olson (1965) specified coercion as a third reason for joining associations. However, coercion usually
only applies to chambers which only constitute 1.7 per cent of all interest groups on the European level
and coercion can therefore be neglected (Wonka et al., 2010).
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In terms of agenda-setting which is analytically most important for the goal of this

study, the Commission has the sole right of legislative initiative so that the legislative

process always starts with a policy proposal from the Commission.3 Due to the problem

of agency-shirking, member states have however installed several oversight mechanisms

to control the Commission’s behavior, such as the appointment process of Commissioners

or the comitology procedure (Pollack, 1997b, 2003). The monopoly of legislative initiative

of the European Commission is restricted by the requirement that the Council and under

Codecision also the EP have to give their consent to its policy proposals.

In order to avoid that member states cut its competences and therefore threaten its

survival, the European Commission has to successfully carry out the functions delegated

by the member states. In terms of agenda-setting the European Commission therefore

aims to present policy proposals that successfully pass the legislative process (Tallberg,

2002, 34). However, its ability to initiate legislation is limited by the requirement that the

Council and under Codecision also the EP have to give their consent to every proposal

before it can enter into force. I argue that the European Commission can draw on

three major strategies to gain the approval of the Council and the EP: It can gather

policy-relevant information to gain an informational advantage over member states, it can

enhance the legitimacy of policy proposals by gathering citizen support and it can rally

the support of actors who are politically relevant to member states and Members of the

European Parliament (MEPs) (see table 2). Whether interest groups can influence policy

formulation depends on their ability to support the European Commission in pursuing

these strategies. The ensuing section therefore illustrates these three strategies in more

detail.

Table 2: Commission strategies and exchange goods

Strategy Gathering information Obtaining legitimacy Gaining support of
politically relevant actors

Exchange good Information Citizen support Citizen support
Market power

Mechanism Informational advantage Shaming Electoral pressure

2.1.1 The Commission’s need for information

In order to introduce policy proposals that successfully pass the legislative process,

the European Commission requires information (Austen-Smith, 1993; Bouwen, 2004;

3This applies to the first pillar of the European Union which is arguably the most important and
therefore the focus of this study.
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Crombez, 2002; Broscheid and Coen, 2003; Bernhagen and Bräuninger, 2005). However,

despite the increasing competences of the European Union and the high complexity of

European policy-making, the European Commission is notoriously understaffed with a

staff size that merely corresponds to the size of a larger city administration (Bouwen, 2009,

20). In order to gather policy-relevant information, the European Commission therefore

widely consults among interest groups (Majone 1996a, 72-74; Bouwen 2009, 22). Thus, the

Commission demands information from private actors and by supplying this information,

interest groups are able to influence the content of the policy proposal. Accordingly,

Austen-Smith (1993, 799f) points out: “Decision-makers are frequently choosing policies

without complete information on their consequences, in which case, information becomes

valuable, and those who possess it are accordingly in a position to influence policy”.

I argue that the European Commission demands two different types of information in

order to develop “winning” policy proposals (see also Broscheid and Coen, 2003; Hall

and Deardorff, 2006): Policy expertise and information on the preferences of major

stakeholders.

Every policy initiative starts with a policy problem defined as a need for regulation.

In order to be able to develop a policy proposal that closes the regulatory gap, the

Commission requires technical expertise to provide an appropriate solution to the policy

problem (Pappi and Henning, 1999; Bouwen, 2004). Since the European Commission is

highly understaffed and deals with multiple issues at the same time, it strongly depends

on expertise provided by external actors (Mazey and Richardson, 1992; Saurugger, 2002).

Interest groups by contrast are specialists that are only concerned with very specific

issues and are in close contact with the market or their members who are directly

affected by policies. They therefore dispose of specialized issue-relevant expertise and enjoy

informational advantages vis-à-vis policy-makers (Hall and Deardorff, 2006, 73). Thus,

when preparing a policy proposal the European Commission consults interest groups to

benefit from their highly specialized policy expertise in order to develop policy proposals

of high technical quality (Sandholtz, 1992, 5).

The European Commission however also needs information about the preferences of the

Council and the European Parliament since they ultimately decide about the adoption

of new legislation. Since policy-making is a lengthy process which usually takes several

years, the policy positions of the Council and the EP are often not decided upon when the

Commission is preparing a policy proposal. Since national governments as well as MEPs

strive for reelection, they intend to adopt policies which are preferred by a majority of

their voters (Lohmann, 1993, 320). However, national governments and MEPs operate

in a highly uncertain environment (Hansen, 1991, 5): They have a broad idea about

the policy preferences of their electorates, but they are not entirely sure. Associations
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offer help by providing information to governments and MEPs about their constituents’

preferences on specific policy decisions. Interest groups are therefore not only exchanging

information with the European Commission, but they are also in close contact with

national governments and MEPs which aim at taking their concerns into account in

order to avoid opposition by major stakeholders (Beyers, 2002; Eising, 2004). Accordingly,

Richardson and Coen (2009, 339) point out, “it would be very odd indeed (and certainly

foolish) for any policy-maker to plough ahead with a proposal in total ignorance of how the

affected interests might react”. Hence, since the support of interest groups is important for

their reelection, national governments and MEPs carefully consider their demands when

making policy decisions. The European Commission can therefore use interest groups as

an indicator for the policy positions of the national governments in the Council and the

European Parliament.

In conclusion, when drafting a policy proposal, the Commission aims at presenting a

technically appropriate solution to a given policy problem, but also wants to make sure

that it gains the consent of the Council and the European Parliament. The European

Commission requires technical expertise as well as information about the policy positions

of major stakeholders to gain an informational advantage over the Council and the EP

and to thereby ensure their approval. The following proposition can be derived:

Proposition 2: The European Commission demands information from interest groups.

2.1.2 The Commission’s need for legitimacy

The second strategy the Commission can pursue in order to increase the chance of success

of a new policy initiative is acquiring the support of citizens to add legitimacy to its

policy proposals. Following Schimmelfennig (2001, 2003), I expect that the European

Commission engages in “rhetorical action” by strategically using citizen support as a

source of legitimacy and by employing legitimacy-based arguments instrumentally to gain

approval for its proposals. I assume that the European institutions and the member state

governments are rational actors who pursue their own personal interests but who belong to

a political community whose constitutive values and norms they share (Schimmelfennig,

2001, 62). They have institutionalized a standard of political legitimacy which is based

on the norms and values of the community (Schimmelfennig, 2001, 62). This standard of

legitimacy defines which political actions are desirable and permissible. These community

norms however do not determine the preferences of political actors. The standard of

legitimacy rather constitutes an institutional constraint which the European institutions

and member state governments have to take into account when pursuing their own

interests (Schimmelfennig, 2001, 63). They have to justify their actions on the ground
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of common norms and values.

I argue that the most fundamental value of the political community that structures

political action is democratic governance. Since all EU member states are liberal

democracies, national governments and the European institutions should be committed to

democratically organized political institutions that are accountable to citizens (Rittberger,

2005, 62-63). The delegation of competences to the European institutions has however

resulted in an asymmetry between “consequentialist” and “procedural” legitimacy which

represents the legitimacy deficit (Rittberger, 2003, 2005). Whereas consequentialist

legitimacy is based on the efficiency of institutions in producing policy outputs, procedural

legitimacy is based on the acceptance of rules and procedures whereby political decisions

are taken. The European Commission is a non-majoritarian institution which was

established to reduce transaction costs of supranational decision-making and to control

compliance by member states (Majone, 1996b; Thatcher and Stone-Sweet, 2002). The

legitimacy of the European Commission is therefore of consequentialist nature (Rittberger,

2003, 205). Yet, delegating competences to the Commission has undermined procedural

legitimacy since the Commission is largely isolated from electoral scrutiny and only

indirectly democratically legitimized.

The European Commission and member states are well aware of this legitimacy deficit:

Ever since the Maastricht treaty was signed, the media and academics have devoted

considerable attention to the lack of legitimacy of the European polity (Rittberger,

2005, 28-34). The Commission has therefore taken a plurality of initiatives such as

the White Paper on European Governance or the Transparency Initiative to increase

interest group participation and to thereby enhance its procedural legitimacy and

accountability (Kohler-Koch and Finke, 2007; Saurugger, 2008). Since the vibrant debate

on the democratic deficit of the European Union threatens the stance of the European

Commission, it strategically uses interest group inclusion as a means to increase its

procedural legitimacy and to thereby strengthen its position in the light of the perceived

democratic deficit. When presenting a new policy proposal the Commission therefore

widely consults among interest groups in order to increase the legitimacy of its policy

initiative and thus the likelihood that the proposal will be accepted by the Council

and the European Parliament. Bouwen (2009, 22-23) reasons similarly by stating that

“through wide consultation of private interests with a particular emphasis on consulting

representative interests with broad constituencies, the Commission aims at enhancing its

legitimacy and securing support for its proposals during the later stages of the legislative

process”.

Why should the consultation and inclusion of interest groups increase the likelihood of

success of a policy proposal? Following Schimmelfennig (2001, 2003), I argue that shaming
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plays a fundamental role in binding political actors to the norms and values of the political

community. Member state governments and the MEPs have committed themselves to

democratically organized political institutions which represent the interests of citizens to

which they are accountable. If they choose to deviate from these values, other actors of the

community can publicly blame them for not adhering to their commitments. Hence, by

not behaving in accordance with the common norms and values, national governments and

MEPs risk their standing, their reputation and their credibility in the political community.

As Schimmelfennig (2001, 65) points out, the community values even constrain members

that have only used the standard of legitimacy strategically to pursue their self-interest

since “they can become entrapped by their arguments and obliged to behave as if they had

taken them seriously” in order to avoid a loss of credibility and reputation. The European

Commission consequently attempts to introduce policy proposals that enjoy support from

a large number of citizens. The following proposition can be derived:

Proposition 3: The European Commission demands citizen support from interest

groups in order to increase the legitimacy of its policy initiatives.

2.1.3 The Commission’s need for support of actors who are politically

relevant to the Council and the EP

Finally, I argue that the European Commission can get the approval of the Council and

the European Parliament if it enjoys the support of groups which are politically relevant

to them (Moravcsik, 1993; Pollack, 1997a; Pappi and Henning, 1999). I expect that

interest groups are politically relevant to governments and parliamentarians if they possess

electoral and/or market power (Lepsius, 1979; Smith, 2000; Fordham and McKeown,

2003). Electoral power is the ability of an interest group to mobilize citizens and voters

and market power is the ability to control business investments and job creation (Lepsius,

1979).

National governments as well as MEPs are subject to electoral scrutiny. I assume that

they are office-seeking actors who strive for reelection and therefore aim at maximizing

votes (Downs, 1957). If a large majority of citizens supports a policy proposal which

decision-makers do not approve, these citizens could punish the decision-makers in the

next election (Mayhew, 1974). National governments and MEPs therefore attempt to

adopt policy proposals which are supported by a majority of their electorate to avoid

electoral punishment (Lohmann, 1993, 320). They are therefore particularly attentive

to demands raised by interest groups with a large membership base since they can

mobilize a large number of citizens and voters and therefore have high electoral power.

If Commission proposals are supported by a large number of citizens as mirrored in the
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support of their associations, the Council and the EP accommodate their interests in

order to avoid electoral punishment. The European Commission can therefore exploit the

electoral dependence of national governments and MEPs for its own purpose: It can rally

the support of associations with a large membership base to gather a high degree of citizen

support and thereby ensure the consent of the Council and the EP.

The probability that interest groups are successful in shaping the policy proposal is

furthermore strongly affected by their market power backing its demands (Lindblom,

1977). Market power describes the economic weight of an actor in terms of generating

growth and controlling jobs. The behavior and performance of companies has a major

impact on politics as a loss of jobs, inflation or other economic distress can lead to major

opposition from citizens who might punish decision-makers in the next election. One can

accordingly observe that fighting unemployment and avoiding inflation are major issues

in electoral campaigns. Thus, national governments and MEPs attempt to accommodate

the interests of important market actors. Interest groups can therefore yield influence on

decision-makers simply because of the impact that business decisions on whether to invest

in a specific area can have (Bernhagen and Bräuninger, 2005).

Several studies have documented the impact of industry groups on European policy:

Peterson (1991) analyzed the emergence of technology policy at the European level and

came to the conclusion that the support of important industry groups was essential for the

success of the Commission initiatives in this field. Furthermore, Sandholtz and Zysman

(1989) and Cowles (1995) investigated the creation of the 1992 Single Market Programme

and argued that the European Commission formed an alliance with powerful industry

groups in order to promote its initiative. For instance, shortly after Commission president,

Jacques Delors, announced the Commission’s intention to create a unified single market by

1992, leading managers of multinational firms declared on the front page of the Financial

Times that they would take their companies overseas if member state governments would

not follow the Commission’s proposal (Cowles, 1995, 515-516).

In conclusion, the likelihood that proposals gain the consent of the Council and the

European Parliament increases with the number of voters and powerful market actors

backing the policy initiative. The European Commission therefore attempts to rally the

support of interest groups with a large membership base and with a high degree of market

power. The following proposition can be derived:

Proposition 4: The European Commission demands citizen support and market power

from interest groups to gather the support of actors that are politically relevant to the

Council and the European Parliament.
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2.2 Lobbying coalitions

I have so far derived propositions about goods that are exchanged between interest groups

and the European Commission. Interest groups demand influence from the Commission

which in turn requests information, citizen support and market power from interest groups.

However, it is misleading to simply look at the amount of goods that are provided by

individual interest groups to draw conclusions about their influence on the European

Commission. Policy issues raise the attention of multiple interest groups at the same

time. Lobbying is therefore not an individual endeavor but a complex collective process of

multiple interest groups simultaneously trying to shift the policy outcome towards their

ideal point. Interest groups are therefore not lobbying individually, they are lobbying

together (Hula, 1999). I accordingly expect that the issue-specific grouping of interest

groups into lobbying coalitions is the decisive point in understanding lobbying success.

Following Baumgartner et al. (2009, 6), I define a lobbying coalition as a “set of actors

who share the same policy goal”. Thus, interest groups which are located on the same

side of the policy space on a given issue form one lobbying coalition.

In order to understand why some interest groups are winning and others are losing on

a policy issue, it is therefore important to examine how interest groups align in the

policy space on any given policy issue. The European Commission is confronted with a

wide variety of interest groups which seek to shape the content of the policy proposal.

One individual interest group is not very likely to determine the outcome of the policy

formulation process. By contrast, what matters is the aggregated information supply,

citizen support and market power of a coalition of interest groups which share the

same policy goal. The European Commission most likely takes into account the policy

preferences of those interest groups which are members of the strongest coalition since

this lobbying team can supply the Commission with more of information, citizen support

and more market power than its opposing coalition.

I therefore argue that information supply, citizen support and market power have to

be taken into account at the lobbying coalition rather than on the individual interest

group level. To illustrate this point, imagine the following example: There are two interest

groups 1 and 2. Interest group 1 only supplies a small amount of information, has hardly

any members and only disposes of marginal market power. It is however a member of

a powerful lobbying coalition A which provides a high share of information, represents

a large number of citizens and controls a high degree of market power. By contrast,

interest group 2 is able to provide a considerable amount of information, draws on a

large membership base and has a lot of market power. Interest group 2 is however a

member of a lobbying coalition B which on the aggregate supplies less information to
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the European Commission, represents fewer citizens and has lower market power than its

opposing coalition A. The likelihood that interest group 1 will be successful is therefore

higher than the likelihood for interest group 2 since its lobbying coalition A is stronger

than lobbying coalition B.

Hence, when trying to understand why some interest groups successfully shape policy

formulation while others are not, it is important to take into account the aggregated

characteristics of lobbying coalitions rather than the individual interest group properties.

What is decisive are however not the values of absolute coalition characteristics, but

information supply, citizen support and market power of a lobbying coalition in relation

to its opposing coalition. To illustrate this point, imagine the following scenario: There

are two policy issues and on each issue, two lobbying coalitions are trying to influence

policy formulation. On issue 1, lobbying coalition A might represent 20,000 citizens and

lobbying coalition B might represent 60,000 citizens. On issue 2, lobbying coalition C

might only represent 8,000 citizens and lobbying coalition D 2,000 citizens. A comparison

of the absolute values of citizen support would lead to the conclusion that both, lobbying

coalition A and lobbying coalition B are stronger than lobbying coalition C and D. This

is however misleading since the relative citizen support as compared to the opposing

coalition on the same issue is decisive. According to this measurement, lobbying coalition

A supplies 25 per cent, coalition B supplies 75 per cent, coalition C provides 80 per

cent and coalition D provides 20 per cent of the overall citizen support to the European

Commission. Hence, one would conclude that lobbying coalition B and C should have

higher chances to influence policy formulation. Thus, bringing the propositions about the

exchange goods together with the lobbying coalition as the decisive level of analysis, the

following hypotheses can be formulated:

Hypothesis 1:

The higher the relative information supply by a lobbying coalition, the higher the

probability that an interest group belonging to this lobbying coalition influences policy

formulation.

Hypothesis 2:

The higher the relative citizen support of a lobbying coalition, the higher the probability that

an interest group belonging to this lobbying coalition influences policy formulation.

Hypothesis 3:

The higher the relative market power of a lobbying coalition, the higher the probability that

an interest group belonging to this lobbying coalition influences policy formulation.
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3 Research design

In this section, I explain how the dataset for the empirical test of the presented

hypotheses was constructed. I first discuss the measurement of interest group influence.

I then illustrate the selection of policy issues and interest groups before explaining the

operationalization of the explanatory and control variables.

3.1 Measuring interest group influence

Influence is understood as the ability of an actor to shape a decision in line with its

preference (Dür, 2008b, 561). The necessary condition for influence is thus the convergence

of policy preferences of interest groups with the policy output.4 Convergence is however

not a sufficient condition for influence (see figure 2). It is important to causally link

interest groups’ policy preferences with the policy output in order to distinguish influence

from pure luck (Barry, 1980a,b). This can be done by empirically analyzing whether

actor properties have a systematic, that is statistically significant effect on convergence.

If there is a systematic association between actor properties and the policy output that

is based on convincing theoretical reasoning, one can infer that interest groups indeed

influenced the policy-making process. I accordingly measure interest group influence on

policy formulation by comparing the policy preferences of interest groups with the position

of the Commission before and after the consultation preceding the adoption of the final

policy proposal in order to draw conclusions about the winners and the losers of the policy

formulation process.

I used a recently developed quantitative text analysis technique called Wordfish to

measure policy preferences of interest groups since it allows to quickly analyze large

quantities of texts without requiring any prior information about the documents (Proksch

and Slapin, 2008; Slapin and Proksch, 2008). Based on the relative frequency of words

and assuming that words are distributed according to a Poisson distribution, Wordfish

provides policy positions estimates for political documents on an unidimensional scale.

I therefore assume that the policy issues I investigate in this article are unidimensional.

This assumption is supported by the analysis of Baumgartner et al. (2009) who found

that two interest group coalitions are fighting each other on the same dimension for most

of the 98 policy issues they studied in the United States.

In order to measure policy positions of interest groups, their submissions in online

consultations of the European Commission were analyzed. The Commission releases

4The policy output in this study is the final policy proposal officially adopted by the European
Commission as this study focuses on interest group influence during the policy formulation stage.
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a preliminary position paper and invites interest groups to submit comments for an

eight-week consultation period before it officially adopts its legislative proposal. Even

though consultations are of course not the only channel through which interest groups

can lobby the Commission, most interest groups that attempt to shape the content of a

proposal will most likely also submit a consultation comment as this the easiest way of

access. Empirical research accordingly shows that a wide variety of actors is represented

in the consultations such as NGOs, companies and business associations originating from

different geographical levels (Quittkat and Finke, 2008; Klüver, 2010c).

Figure 2: Influence conceptualization
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I extracted the Commission position before the consultation from the preliminary draft

proposal which can take various forms such as a Green or White Paper, a Communication

or a Working Paper. In order to measure the Commission position after the consultation,

I performed a text analysis of a summary of the final legislative proposal that was

issued by the European Parliament.5 Since the validity of the interest group influence

measurement crucially depends on the correct estimation of the Commission position,

I tested several document types in an in-depth case study of one single policy issue as

5These summaries can be downloaded from the European Parliament Legislative Observatory on
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil.
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well as by cross-checking the estimates across documents types for all 56 policy issues

(see chapter 4 in Klüver, 2009, 2010c). According to these analyses, the text analysis

of the EP summaries provides the most accurate policy position measurement for the

Commission position after the consultation. In order to test whether the Commission

texts can be compared to the interest group submissions, I furthermore analyzed the

vocabulary used in both document types. Of all words that are used by the European

Commission, on average 91.62 per cent also occur in the interest group submissions so

that one can conclude that both documents types can be analyzed simultaneously.

Before I was able to apply Wordfish to the interest group and Commission documents,

the texts needed to be preprocessed. In a first step, I therefore converted all documents

to plain text files. I then applied a PHP script to remove symbols, to unify British and

American spelling and to convert all words to lowercase. Additionally, I manually deleted

all interest group names, self-descriptions as well as contact details and I then corrected

spelling mistakes. Afterwards, I removed all direct quotations of the Commission paper

from interest group submissions because these would otherwise automatically score closer

to the European Commission position than other submissions not containing any citations.

In a next step, I used jfreq to delete stop words, numbers and currencies and to stem the

words (reducing them to their roots) before computing 56 issue-specific word frequency

matrices on which the Wordfish analyses are based.6 Finally, following the advice of

Proksch and Slapin (2009) I deleted all stems that were mentioned in less than 15 per

cent of all texts per policy issue.

Since quantitative text analysis techniques are often criticized for a lack of validity, I tested

the validity of the Wordfish analysis in two different ways: At first, I carried out a case

study of one single policy issue for which I coded the interest group and Commission

documents manually and then compared the results with policy position estimates

obtained by Wordfish and Wordscores (Klüver, 2009). The position estimates gathered

by hand-coding highly correlate with those produced by Wordfish and Wordscores and

the different techniques therefore cross-validate each other.7 As a second validity check, I

asked interest groups in a survey to name five major cooperation partners and one major

opponent concerning specific policy issues they were working on. If the Wordfish analysis

provides valid estimates, cooperation partners should be located on the same side of the

Commission position before the consultation and opponents should be located on the

opposing side of the policy space. 79.54 per cent of all interest groups which reported

partners and opponents (n=347) were placed on the correct side of the policy space which

strongly supports the validity of the text analysis. In order to check the robustness of

6jfreq can be downloaded from www.williamlowe.net.
7Further information about the survey will be provided later in this section.

16

http://www.williamlowe.net/


the policy position estimation, I conducted further Wordfish analyses for word matrices

after removing stems that were only mentioned in 10 per cent and after removing stems

that were only mentioned in 20 per cent of the texts per issue. In addition, I performed

further analyses after the two most extreme texts at both ends of the policy scale per issue

were dropped from the word frequency matrix. The results correlate highly and the policy

position estimation is therefore robust to changes of the word frequency matrix.

3.2 Selection of policy issues and interest groups

Identification in Wordfish is achieved by setting the mean of all policy positions to

zero and by fixing the standard deviation to one which implies that absolute distances

are not comparable across different issues. I circumvent this problem by drawing on a

dichotomous influence measurement. If the distance between interest groups and the

European Commission is smaller after the consultation than before the consultation,

interest groups are considered to be influential. If the distance has however increased,

interest groups are not considered to be influential. The influence measurement is

illustrated in figure 3.

Figure 3: Influence and coalition measurement

Issue Dimension

COMM t0IG2 t1IG1 t1 IG5 t1 IG6 t1COMM t2
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This study analyzes interest group influence across a wide variety of policy issues and

interest groups. The data was selected in a two-stage procedure: I first selected 56

policy proposals and I then picked all interest groups which were lobbying the European

Commission concerning these issues. Policy proposals were selected on the basis of

five criteria: First, since the European Commission only disposes of the monopoly of

legislative initiative in the first pillar of the European Union, I only selected policy
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issues which fall within the scope of this pillar. Second, I only concentrate on legislative

proposals that were adopted between 01.01.2000 and 31.12.2008 since online consultations

were introduced in 2000 and since this relatively short period allows interest group

representatives to recall their lobbying activities surrounding specific policy issues. Third,

I only chose policy proposals for directives and regulations in order to control for the

impact of policy proposals by only concentrating on general binding legislation. Fourth,

the sample only includes Commission proposals that are adopted under the Codecision

or Consultation procedure in order to control for the decision-making mode. Fifth, I

only selected legislative proposals for which the European Commission conducted a

non-standardized publicly accessible consultation. This allows to avoid including highly

technical and politically irrelevant proposals, but to focus instead only on politically

important policy issues as the European Commission only consults on “major” policy

initiatives (European Commission, 2002). In addition, consultations provide textual data

that is needed for the measurement of interest group influence.

Based on these five selection criteria I screened the European Commission database Prelex

and arrived at a sample of 70 legislative proposals. However, I was not able to analyze all of

these proposals for several reasons: Six proposals had to be dropped since the Commission

did not release any position paper that could be used to measure the policy position of the

Commission before the consultation. Two further policy issues were excluded since less

than ten interest groups submitted consultation comments and since Wordfish analyses

based on such a small number of texts produce unreliable results (Proksch and Slapin,

2009). In addition, five legislative proposals were removed from the sample for other

reasons.8 Finally, I excluded the Commission proposal on “Registration, Evaluation, and

Authorization of Chemicals” (REACH) since more than 6,000 interest groups submitted

a consultation comment so that the analysis of this single issue would consume more

resources than all other issues together. Hence, the sample on which the empirical analysis

is based consists of 56 legislative proposals.

The second step concerns the selection of interest groups. In the consultations that

preceded the adoption of the 56 selected proposals, 4,871 comments were submitted by

various actors. I classified all consultation participants into nine groups: Associations

(2,643), companies (775), national public authorities (746), individuals (282), researchers

(187), international organizations (55), third states (57), political parties (8) and others

(118). I only concentrated on associations and companies since they are the largest and

8Two proposals were removed from the sample since the European Commission released more than
one position paper prior to the consultation so that one cannot determine one single policy dimension
which is necessary for the Wordfish analysis. Two further proposals were dropped from the sample since
they merely transpose an international convention into European law. I finally excluded one Commission
proposal since it simply recodifies already existing legislation.
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most important group of actors that lobby the European institutions in general (Wonka

et al., 2010) and that participate in online consultations in particular (Quittkat and Finke,

2008).9 I furthermore had to exclude non-English submissions (n=899) and submissions

that contained less than 100 words (n=63) as Wordfish only works with texts written in

the same language and with a minimum number of words.

3.3 Operationalization of independent variables

Explanatory variables were measured drawing on an analysis of interest groups’

consultation comments and on an online survey that I conducted among all interest groups

which participated in the 56 Commission consultations. Information supply was measured

by the number of words of interest group consultation submissions after removing text

from these documents that carries no substantial meaning such as stopwords, repetitions of

consultation questions or contact details. In order to measure citizen support and market

power, I conducted an online survey among interest groups which participated in the 56

consultations. The survey was launched in June 2009 and was online until January 2010.

The response rate is 38.67 per cent. Citizen support was operationalized by the number of

represented individuals and market power was measured by the annual turnover and the

number of employees of the company and the represented business sector respectively. All

variables were measured on a five point ordinal scale. In order to have one single measure

for market power, I generated an additive index which sums the values of the indicators

and divides the sum by the number of indicators.10

Since information supply, citizen support and market power have been measured on

the individual interest group level, they had to be furthermore aggregated to measure

lobbying coalition characteristics. The first step in operationalizing lobbying coalition

characteristics is the identification of lobbying coalitions. Since I assumed that all policy

issues are characterized by unidimensional policy spaces, I was able to place all actors

on one straight line representing the policy space of a given policy issue according to

their policy position estimates obtained by the quantitative text analysis. The reference

point for the definition of lobbying coalitions is the European Commission at time point

t0. All interest groups left of the Commission at t0 form lobbying coalition A and all

interest groups on the right constitute lobbying coalition B (see figure 3). All interest

9Elsewhere, I also analyzed the impact of national authorities on policy formulation in the EU (Klüver,
2010c). It turns out that they are on average not able to determine the content of the policy proposal.

10I performed a principal component factor analysis to check whether these two indicators measure the
same underlying latent variable. According to the Kaiser criterion, which suggests that factors should have
an Eigenvalue higher than 1.0, both indicators measure indeed the same latent variable. Correspondingly,
the factor loadings of both indicators are both above 0.92 which also indicates the existence of one
underlying factor.
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groups which are located on the same side of the initial Commission position are pushing

the Commission into the same direction and can therefore be considered as one lobbying

team. The aggregated information supply, citizen support and market power of a lobbying

coalition was measured by summing the information supply, citizen support and market

power of its members.

I then measured relative information supply, relative citizen support and relative market

power of lobbying coalitions in the following way using citizen support as an example.

The relative citizen support zA by lobbying coalition A equals the absolute citizen support

xA by lobbying coalition A divided by the sum of absolute citizen support by lobbying

coalition A (xA) and lobbying coalition B (xB) with both coalitions working on the same

policy issue times 100. This measure ranges from 0 to 100 and as this is a relative measure,

the values for lobbying coalitions working on the same issue always add up to 100. For

instance, if lobbying coalition A provides 40 per cent of the overall citizen support on a

policy issue, its opposing lobbying coalition B supplies 60 per cent. Similarly, if lobbying

coalition A provides 41 per cent of the citizen support, lobbying coalition B necessarily

provides 59 per cent. Thus, a 1 per cent increase in the relative citizen support of lobbying

coalition A implies at the same time a one per cent decrease in relative citizen support

of lobbing coalition B. This has to be taken into account when interpreting regression

coefficients in the next section.

zA =
xA

xA + xB

· 100

Based on previous findings in interest group research, control variables on the interest as

well as issue level are included in the analysis (e.g. Dür and de Bièvre, 2007b; Mahoney,

2008; Klüver, 2010b). The salience of policy issues was measured by the number of

submissions received during the online consultations. The conflictuality of a policy issue

is operationalzed by dividing the number of interest groups forming the smaller lobbying

coalition by the number of interest groups constituting the bigger coalition on any given

policy issue. This conflictuality measure ranges from 0 to 1 whereby 0 indicates no conflict

and 1 indicates maximum conflict. The complexity of a policy issue was measured relying

on three indicators: The number of words, the number of recitals and the number of

articles of a policy proposal (see also Franchino, 2000; Kaeding, 2006; Steunenberg and

Kaeding, 2009). In order to arrive at one single measure for complexity, I conducted a

principal component factor analysis and used factor scores to measure complexity.11

11The factor analysis retained only one factor according to the Kaiser criterion which suggests to keep
only those factors with Eigenvalues equal or higher than 1. This factor accounts for 83.6 per cent of the
variance and the factor loadings are all above 0.88.
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4 Data Analysis

In this section, I test the hypotheses derived from the theoretical model. In order

to test the theoretical expectations, the hierarchical structure of the data has to be

considered as lobbying takes place concerning specific policy issues. Interest groups

are thus clustered into policy issues so that interest groups that lobby the European

Commission concerning the same issue are subject to the same contextual characteristics.

In order to acknowledge the hierarchical data structure, I use multilevel modeling to

analyze the data by distinguishing between the interest group (first) level and the issue

(second) level. Since interest group influence is measured dichotomously, I estimate

multilevel logistic regression models to test the hypothesized effects.

Unfortunately, the dataset includes a lot of missing values due to survey non-response:

For about 60 per cent of the cases, information about citizen support is missing and

for approximately 78 per cent of the cases, information about market power is missing.

There are several strategies to deal with missing data of which multiple imputation and

listwise deletion are most promising (Allison, 2002). Multiple imputation should however

be avoided for variables that have 50 per cent or more missing values Royston (2004, 240).

I therefore applied listwise deletion which can be conducted without concerns if data is

missing completely at random (Rubin, 1976). If this is the case, the dataset that is reduced

by cases with missing values is a random subset of the original sample. Since the dependent

variable as well as all control variables are similarly distributed in the full and the reduced

sample, the listwise deletion sample can be indeed regarded as a random subsample of

the original sample so that listwise deletion can be employed without concerns.12

4.1 Interest group influence and lobbying coalitions

Table 3 presents the results of the multilevel regression analysis. The first column contains

the results of the empty model which does not include any predictors and which is

indicated to evaluate the fit of the other models. The second column contains the results

of a random intercept regression including the explanatory variables and the model in

column three includes in addition relative information supply, relative citizen support

and relative market power of individual interest groups as well as three control variables

12In order to test the robustness of the findings, I performed further bivariate regression models to
check whether the effects of lobbying coalition characteristics also hold when a larger number of cases is
analyzed by only focusing on one coalition characteristic at a time. The samples included 2696 cases for
the analysis of information supply, 1066 cases for the analysis of citizen support and 594 cases for the
analysis of market power. The effects of lobbying coalition characteristics in the larger bivariate samples
correspond to the effects detected in the listwise deletion sample (n=291).
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Table 3: Multilevel logistic regression explaining interest group influence

Variables Empty Model Without controls With controls

Fixed effects
Lobbying Coalition Characteristics

Relative information supply 1.023** 1.024*
(0.012) (0.012)

Relative citizen support 1.017** 1.021**
(0.008) (0.009)

Relative market power 1.039*** 1.037***
(0.013) (0.013)

Interest Group Characteristics
Relative information supply 0.894

(0.101)
Relative citizen support 0.989

(0.018)
Relative market power 0.950**

(0.024)
Issue Characteristics

Salience 0.995
(0.006)

Conflict 4.259
(5.273)

Complexity 1.477
(0.446)

Random effects
Issue level variance 0.746 3.822 2.240

Model fit
N / Issues 291 / 48 291 / 48 291 / 48
AIC 399 341 339
BIC 406 359 380
LR Test, Prob > Chi2 0.000 0.030

***p ≤ 0.01,**p ≤ 0.05,*p ≤ 0.10, coefficients represent odds ratios, standard errors in parentheses, the reference model for the
likelihood ratio test is the model left of the model in question, Likelihood ratio test vs. logistic regression: Prob > Chi2 = 0.009

on the issue level. In both models, relative information supply, relative citizen support

and relative market power of lobbying coalitions have a statistically significant positive

effect on interest group influence. A one per cent increase in relative information supply

by lobbying coalition A, which at the same time implies a one per cent decrease in relative

information supply by its opposing lobbying coalition B, increases the chance of interest

groups which belong to lobbying coalition A to influence policy formulation by 2.3 per

cent (2.4 per cent when control variables are included). As expected in the theoretical

model, relative citizen support of lobbying coalitions also has a statistically significant

positive effect on interest group influence. If relative citizen support of lobbying coalition

A increases by one per cent, which at the same time implies a one per cent decrease in

relative citizen support by its opposing coalition B, the chance of interest groups which

are members of coalition A to influence policy formulation rises on average by 1.7 per

cent (2.1 per cent if control variables are included). Similarly, relative market power of
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lobbying coalitions also has a statistically significant positive effect on interest group

influence. As relative market power of lobbying coalition A rises by one per cent, which

at the same time implies a one per cent decrease in relative market power of its opposing

lobbying coalition B, the chance of interest groups which belong to lobbying coalition A

to influence policy formulation increases by 3.9 per cent (3.7 per cent if control variables

are included). By contrast, relative information supply and relative citizen support of

individual interest groups do not have a statistically significant effect and relative market

power of individual interest groups even has a negative effect on interest group influence.

Thus, relative information supply, relative citizen support and relative market power have

an important positive effect on the lobbying coalition, but not on the interest group

level. According to the AIC and the likelihood ratio test, the model including the control

variables has the highest explanatory model. By contrast, the BIC, which constitutes

the most rigorous model fit measure, indicates that the model only including the three

lobbying coalition characteristics is superior to the third model. In any case, the empirical

analysis supports the hypotheses derived from the theoretical model: Relative information

supply, relative citizen support and relative market power of lobbying coalitions have a

positive effect on the ability of interest groups to shape the content of the Commission’s

policy proposal.

In order to illustrate these effects, I simulated predicted probabilities and first differences

as suggested by King, Tomz and Wittenberg (2000). Figure 4 displays the predicted

probabilities of interest group influence as (a) relative information supply, (b) relative

citizen support and (c) relative market power of lobbying coalitions change from their

minimum (0) to maximum value (100) while holding all other variables at their means.

The point estimates of the predicted probabilities are indicated by the solid lines and

the 95 per cent confidence intervals are illustrated by the dashed lines. The probability

to influence the policy proposal of the European Commission steadily increases with a

rise in relative information supply, in relative citizen support or in relative market power

of lobbying coalitions while other variables are held constant. Thus, all three lobbying

coalition characteristics have a steady positive effect on the ability of interest groups to

influence policy formulation.

In order to demonstrate the size of these effects, I estimated first differences to illustrate

how the probability to influence policy formulation changes when lobbying coalition

characteristics are altered while holding other variables at their means. Table 4 contains

the differences in lobbying coalition characteristics in the first column and the associated

estimated difference in the probability to influence policy formulation in column two

together with a 95 per cent confidence interval. If relative information supply by lobbying

coalitions augments from for 25 to 50, the probability to influence policy formulation
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Figure 4: Effect of lobbying coalition characteristics on interest group influence
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increases by 11.4 percentage points. Likewise, an increase in relative information supply

from 50 to 75 leads to a rise in the probability to influence the policy proposal by 13.6

percentage points. Similarly, an increase in relative citizen support from 25 to 50 per

cent increases the probability of its member groups to influence policy-making on average

by 9.4 percentage points while other variables are held at their means. Correspondingly,

when comparing two lobbying coalitions of which lobbying coalition A provides 50 per

cent of the citizen support per issue and lobbying coalition C supplies 75 per cent of the

citizen support provided on an issue, the probability of interest groups which belong to

coalition C to influence policy formulation is approximately 10.6 percentage points higher

than the probability for groups belonging to coalition A. Relative market power has an

even stronger effect: An increase in relative market power from 25 per cent to 50 per cent

increases the probability to influence policy formulation on average by 15.3 percentage

points. An increase in relative market power from 50 to 75 per cent similarly leads to an

increase in the probability to exert influence by 22.2 percentage points.

Table 4: First differences: Effect of lobbying coalition characteristics on interest
group influence

Difference: Coalition features Difference: Influence probability 95% Confidence interval

Relative information supply
0 - 25% 0.082 0.007 0.137
25 - 50% 0.114 0.008 0.212
50 - 75% 0.136 0.005 0.269
75 - 100% 0.128 0.011 0.234

Relative citizen support
0 - 25% 0.074 0.007 0.127
25 - 50% 0.094 0.016 0.170
50 - 75% 0.106 0.009 0.199
75 - 100% 0.101 0.009 0.187

Relative market power
0 - 25% 0.082 0.036 0.134
25 - 50% 0.153 0.076 0.234
50 - 75% 0.222 0.074 0.351
75 - 100% 0.200 0.078 0.301

Only lobbying coalition characteristic in question is changed; all other variables are hold at their means

4.2 Free-riding?

I have demonstrated so far that characteristics of lobbying coalitions have an important

effect on the ability of interest groups to influence policy formulation. However, it is

not clear why the lobbying coalition characteristics matter. There are two primary

explanations for the effect of lobbying coalition characteristics (see figure 5): First, it

is possible that only few powerful interest groups influence policy formulation. Hence,

other members of a lobbying coalition could benefit from the influence that few strong
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interest groups exert which share the same policy goal. Accordingly, weak interest groups

could simply “free-ride” on the influence of others and are therefore merely lucky to

get what they want. Second, it is also possible that the sum of the characteristics of

all interest groups which form a lobbying coalition makes the difference. Accordingly,

the convergence of policy preferences with the policy proposal would be caused by the

sum of the characteristics of each individual member of the coalition. In both cases, the

characteristics of lobbying coalitions exhibit a systematic, that is statistically significant

effect on interest group influence. This systematic effect does however not allow to judge

whether only a few powerful groups within the coalition influenced policy formulation or

whether all interest groups simultaneously exerted influence.

Figure 5: Conceptualization of lobbying coalition effects
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• systematic effect
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In order to empirically distinguish between the two explanations, I took a sample of the

dataset which only contains the strongest interest groups in terms of relative information

supply, relative citizen support or relative market power. More specifically, I only selected

interest groups which belonged to the strongest 10 per cent on a given policy issue

in terms of relative information supply, relative citizen support and/or relative market

power. If indeed only a few powerful interest groups influence policy formulation while

their coalition partners simply free-ride, their individual characteristics should have a

systematic effect on interest group influence when these powerful groups are analyzed

separately. By contrast, if one finds that the individual characteristics of powerful interest

groups do not have a systematic effect on policy formulation, one can conclude that the
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effect of lobbying coalition characteristics cannot be explained by a few powerful interest

groups so that weak interest groups cannot simply free-ride on the efforts of a few strong

groups.

The multilevel analyses provide no evidence in favor of the argument that only few

strong groups exert influence whereas others are free-riding (see table 5). Neither relative

information supply nor relative citizen support or relative market power of individual

interest groups have a statistically significant positive effect on interest group influence.

One could of course argue that statistically significant effects are quite unlikely given the

small number of cases. However, not even the direction of the effects of citizen support

and market power or the model fit provides support for the free-riding explanation. In

addition, the last row of table 5 indicates the correlation between interest group properties

and interest group influence for the sample of strong interest groups. The correlations do

not reveal any positive association between the individual interest groups characteristics

and interest group influence which also does not provide any support for the free-riding

explanation. These results are robust across different thresholds for strength: I repeated

the analysis for the 25 per cent, 20 per cent, 15 per cent and 5 per cent strongest groups and

could also not detect any systematic pattern that links individual interest group properties

and interest group influence. Hence, the positive effect of lobbying coalition characteristics

cannot be explained by the properties of a small number of strong groups.

Table 5: Multilevel logistic regression testing the effect of individual
characteristics for the 10 per cent strongest groups

Variables Information Citizen support Market power

Fixed effects
Interest Group Characteristics

Relative information supply 1.015
(0.042)

Relative citizen support 0.990
(0.011)

Relative market power 0.976**
(0.022)

Random effects
Issue level variance 2.024 1.155 0.089

Model fit
N / Issues 278 / 54 134 / 41 69 / 29
AIC 357 185 94
BIC 368 193 101
LR Test, Prob > Chi2 0.726 0.397 0.253
Pearson’s r -0.011 -0.062 -0.140

***p ≤ 0.01,**p ≤ 0.05,*p ≤ 0.10, coefficients represent odds ratios, standard errors in parentheses, the reference
model for the likelihood ratio test is the empty model
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In conclusion, the preceding analyses confirm the hypotheses derived from the theoretical

exchange model. All three lobbying coalition characteristics have a statistically significant

positive effect on interest group influence across different model specifications. The higher

relative information supply, relative citizen support and relative market power of a

lobbying coalition, the higher the chance of its member interest groups to influence policy

formulation. I furthermore demonstrated that the positive effects of lobbying coalition

characteristics are not due to the properties of few powerful interest groups whereas

other groups are just free-riding on their impact. There is no systematic pattern that

links the characteristics of the most powerful individual interest groups with lobbying

success. What seems to matter is therefore the sum of the characteristics of all coalition

members rather than the individual properties of few powerful interest groups. Hence, if

interest groups want to increase their chances to influence policy formulation, they need

to form a powerful lobbying coalition with other interest groups which are able to supply

a high amount of information and which dispose of a high degree of citizen support and

market power. In order to understand why some interest groups win while others lose, it

is therefore important to take into account the issue-specific alignment of interest groups

into lobbying coalitions as well as their aggregated characteristics.

5 Conclusion

Interest group influence is a central theme in the study of politics. The question of who

wins and who loses is a recurring puzzle that has preoccupied generations of political

scientists. However, despite the central importance of interest group influence, only few

have studied it so that it is still unclear what makes an interest group a winner or a loser.

This article therefore investigated why some interest groups are able to influence policy

formulation in the European Union while others are not. I developed a theoretical exchange

model that identifies information supply, citizen support and market power of coalitions of

interest groups promoting the same policy objective as the major determinants of interest

group influence. Drawing on a new measurement approach to interest group influence, I

tested these theoretical expectations across a wide variety of policy issues and interest

groups.

The empirical analysis confirms the hypotheses derived from the theoretical model: Across

different model specifications information supply, citizen support and market power of

lobbying coalitions have a positive effect on the ability of interest groups to influence policy

formulation. It can therefore be concluded that lobbying can indeed be conceptualized

as an exchange relationship of interdependent actors. The European Commission trades

influence for information, citizen support and market power. Thus, the key to lobbying
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success is providing the Commission with these three goods. Variation in influence can

therefore be explained by the amount of information, citizen support and market power

that interest groups provide to the European Commission.

However, I have moreover demonstrated that interest group influence cannot be explained

by merely looking at individual interest group characteristics. Looking solely at the

properties of individual interest groups disregards the fact that decision-makers are

confronted with a plurality of interest groups which simultaneously attempt to influence

political decisions. Lobbying is therefore a collective enterprise: Policy issues raise the

attention of numerous interest groups which are simultaneously lobbying the European

Commission. If an interest group supplies a considerable amount of information, represents

a large number of citizens and provides a high degree of market power, but belongs

to a lobbying coalition which only provides a small amount of these goods relative

to its opposing coalition, the interest group has a very low chance to influence policy

formulation. By contrast, an interest group which only provides little information,

represents a few citizens and hardly disposes of any market power can still have a

good chance to be influential if it belongs to a lobbying coalition that supplies more of

these goods to the Commission than its opposing coalition. Thus, the higher the relative

information supply, citizen support and market power of a lobbying coalition as compared

to the opposing lobbying team, the higher the chance of its member interest groups to

influence policy formulation. I have furthermore demonstrated that the positive lobbying

coalition effects are not due to the properties of few powerful interest groups whereas

other groups are just free-riding on their impact. There is no systematic pattern that

links the characteristics of the most powerful individual interest groups with lobbying

success. What seems to mater is therefore the sum of the characteristics of all coalition

members rather than the individual properties of few powerful interest groups.

In conclusion, this article has provided important insights for the study of interest groups

and the European Commission. I demonstrated that lobbying cannot be understood as

an individual endeavor but that we have to take into account how interest groups align

in the policy space on any given policy issue in order to understand why some interest

groups win and others lose. This constitutes an important finding for the study of interest

groups as scholars largely attempted to explain variation in influence with individual group

characteristics and as a result of that have often arrived at contradictory findings. Future

interest group research therefore has to take into account the aggregated characteristics

of entire lobbying coalitions of interest groups when trying to explain their impact on

policy outcomes. This applies to interest group research in any political context as policy

issues trigger the attention of numerous interest groups no matter in which political

system they are introduced. In addition, this article contributes to our knowledge of
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preference formation within the European Commission. I demonstrated that interest

groups are actively seeking to influence policy formulation and that they are indeed able

to shape the Commission proposal if they are able to provide information, citizen support

and/or market power. Thus, in order to understand the emergence of policy outcomes,

one cannot solely look at the policy preferences of the three major institutions. Instead

we have to examine how their preferences come about. Future research therefore needs

to systematically take into account interest group pressure when trying to explain policy

outcomes in the European Union.
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