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Abstract 
Increasing attention has been paid to interest group influence in the last decades. Nonetheless, the 
literature has hitherto theoretically and analytically focused on who exerts influence overlooking on 
what, when and how influence is exerted. By replicating the analysis in Bernhagen (2009) this 
works aims to bring the what, when and how questions back into the analysis of interest group 
influence. In doing so, I provide a more nuanced discussion on politics as being ‘about who gets 
what, when and how’ (Lasswell, 1936). Aloof from any pretence of conclusiveness, preliminary 
findings show that not only are those questions worth of investigation per se but also that they 
potentially have a strong impact on the who question. 

Introduction 
This work aims to raise awareness in the literature on interest representation on three key 
questions: how, when and on what interest groups exert influence. In doing so, I take as an 
example and replicate the analysis in Bernhagen (2012) which investigates the influence interest 
groups exert on British policy-making. I complement that article by starting from the very same 
aphorism from which the of that work title is taken: ‘politics is about who gets what, when and how’ 
(Lasswell, 1936). Apart from few notable exceptions the mainstream approach to interest group 
influence has hitherto focused on the who question relegating the what, the when and the how 
ones to the side. Building on the traditional debate between elitism and pluralism in the American 
social sciences I argue that the analysis of interest group influence must look also at the second 
face of power (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962) as an alternative manner in which interest groups 
influence the decision-making process (i.e. the how question). Then, by building on various strands 
of the public policy literature I argue for the relevance of the policy typology (i.e. the what question) 
and the policy stage (i.e. the when question). In the last section I propose a preliminary (and mainly 
provocative) analysis based on the replication of the one conducted in Bernhagen (2012)1 . I 
conclude by emphasising that not only are the what, the when and the how questions worth of 
attention per se but also that they potentially have a strong impact on the who question. In fact, by 
relying on the same mode of causal inference hitherto underpinned by the literature the preliminary 
findings drawn below question the portrait of British politics in the analysis in Bernhagen (2012) 
suggesting instead that ‘the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper class accent’ 
(Schattsschneider, 1975  p.35). 

The Who Question 
Throughout the last decades the mainstream literature on interest representation has argued for 
the success of powerful and concentrated interests. Although diverging perspectives may be found 
what I label the private interest claim, namely the bodies of literature claiming the success of 
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private interests, has been predominant in political science. This claim stems from two almost 
paradigmatic accounts: Olson’s (1965, 1982) logic of collective action and the capture theory of the 
1970s and 1980s.  

The Private Interest Claim 

In his masterpiece The Logic of Collective Action Olson (1965) makes a bold claim: rational 
individuals need incentives to organise into interest groups. Olson (1965, 1982) argues that 
rational actors agree on a definition of the common interest to further and organise only if they are 
sufficiently few in number or they have strong individual incentives to organise. In other words, 
concentrated interests manage to mobilise and act at political level whilst diffuse ones remain 
latent (Olson, 1965). By drawing from the individualistic-rationalistic premises of Olson’s (1965) 
incentive theory the capture theory posits that regulation favours regulatees and not the public 
interest as a whole. It first emerged in the field of utility regulation with the Chicago school of 
regulation in an attempt to determine under which conditions regulators favour large/incumbents 
against small/new comers (Bernstein, 1977, Huntington, 1952) or firms against consumers 
(Peltzman, 1976, Peltzman, 1984, Posner, 1974, Stigler, 1971) explaining thus regulation failure. 
Then its premises spread over by including also legislative policy-making. The actual dynamics 
whereby private interests are favoured against public ones by decision-makers, depending also 
whether the latter are democratically elected or not, go from bribes, revolving doors (Dal Bo, 2006), 
career benefits (Dunleavy, 1991, Wilson, 1980) and budget allocation (Niskanen, 1971), through 
the (impartial) exchange of information (Carpenter, 2004), to campaign contributions (Denzau and 
Munger, 1986, Grossman and Helpman, 1996) and information asymmetry (Lohmann, 2003, 
Lohmann, 1998).  

The Public Interest Claim 

Before continuing the discussion on the who question a brief introduction of the analysis conducted 
in Bernhagen (2012) as well as of the findings drawn is needed. The sample consists of 163 
government proposals appeared in the main British and Scottish newspapers in the period 2001-
2007. Each policy proposal is accompanied by a mention of one or more interest groups: firms, 
business associations, citizens’ groups etc. The policy position of the interest groups mentioned in 
relation to each issue is coded as against, concerned, neutral, insufficient and in favour. Then, the 
investigators coded whether the proposal was enacted, modified or abandoned. In this case, 
interest group influence is conceived as the causal relationship between the policy position of 
interest groups and the change in the policy proposal from a frequentist perspective. For instance, 
if a certain type of interest group is frequently against policy proposals which were abandoned 
influence is inferred. 

In Bernhagen (2012) a rather puzzling finding is drawn in the analysis of interest group influence in 
the UK. Indeed, findings show that although policy proposals need the overall support of society to 
be enacted business is not as influential as the mainstream literature expects. Rather, it is not 
influential at all comparing to public interests, such as citizens’ groups. This might suggest that the 
private interest claim introduced above, which has been paradigmatic in political science in the last 
four decades, does not apply to the UK. This finding is in line with recent works (Grossmann, 2012, 
Trumbull, 2012) in interest representation which emphasise the role public interests play in 
contemporary democracies bringing the public interest claim back into the spotlight in political 
science. 
What I label the public interest claim rests on two main accounts of interest representation and 
their successive developments: the pluralist account in the form of Truman’s (1959) disturbance 
theory and the traditional public interest theory prevalent in the 1960s (Christensen, 2010, Croley, 
2008, den Hertog, 1999). Building on Bentley (1908) Truman (1959) argues that any modern 
society is a mosaic of interest groups. Interest groups mobilise easily and individuals freely flow 
from a group to another in a fluid manner. Building on Truman’s (1959) work the traditional public 
interest theory prevalent up to the 1970s conceives regulation as conducive to the public interest: 
government is instrumental to deal with the flaws of the market (Levine and Forrence, 1990, 
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Mitnick, 1980). Attention on this account has recently revamped in several fields. For instance, in 
the new regulatory state policy-makers arguably tend to embed Pareto-efficient regulation in 
legitimate social purposes (Caporaso and Tarrow, 2009). Another account of interest 
representation claiming that decision-makers further the public interest is the literature on 
congressional voting behaviour with its concept of anticipated reactions (Arnold, 1992, Bailey, 2001, 
Denzau and Munger, 1986, Verdier, 1995). The argument is that as long as latent support on an 
issue is present amongst voters and someone is eager to mobilise that support legislators will 
represent the public interest. In conclusion, this claim argues that regardless whether decision-
makers are elected office-seeking legislators or Burkean regulators they will represent the public 
good. 

Bringing the What, the When and the How Questions into the Analysis of Interest Group 
Influence 
As seen, great attention has been paid by the literature on the who question. Nonetheless, the 
same amount of attention should be paid also to other aspects of interest group influence, such as 
on what interest groups exert influence, when and how they do so. Those three questions have 
hitherto received scattered attention on the part of different scholarships, such as the literature on 
comparative public policy, regulation studies and the American traditional literature on interest 
group politics. Nonetheless, although some recent works on interest group influence have focused 
on those aspects (in a separate way) too little attention has been paid to those questions in the 
study of influence. This work aims to demonstrate that not only are those questions of crucial 
relevance per se but also that they bear theoretical and empirical implications on the who question.  

The How Question: the Second Face of Power  
The two faces of power famously introduced by Bachrach and Baratz (1962) find their roots in the 
traditional debate between pluralists and elitists in the American social sciences of the 1950s and 
1960s. For historical reasons and, especially, due to the analytical ease, only the behaviouralist 
conceptualization introduced by pluralism has been transposed into contemporary interest group 
politics (Baumgartner et al., 2009, Klüver, 2013, Kluver, 2011, Yackee and Yackee, 2006, Yackee, 
2004, Yackee, 2006, Mahoney, 2007). In fact, what Dür (2008) labels the preference attainment 
approach, namely the analysis of influence as the investigation of whether and to what extent the 
final policy outcome moves towards the societal actors’ preferences, dominates the literature. That 
approach usually takes the form of large N studies which rely on a frequentist mode of causal 
inference (Goldthorpe, 2001). Influence is conceived as the causal nexus between the interest 
group action and the policy change under analysis for which evidence is found in how frequently 
the latter occurs after the former. Bernhagen (2012) represents an exemplar application of such a 
conceptualization of interest group influence.  
Nonetheless, as fiercely argued by elitists, such a component of influence represents only the tip of 
the iceberg. Stemming from a criticism of the pluralists who start ‘their structure at the mezzanine 
without showing us a lobby’ (Kaufman and Jones, 1954 p.207) this work urges scholars to  
consider what Bachrach and Baratz (1962) terms the second face of power. In other words, often 
influence does not underpin an action which leads to a policy change: it should also be conceived 
as a non-event (Lowery, 2013). In this vein, I argue that the analysis of influence should also 
account for the proximity of actors’ preferences from the initial policy output, regardless the final 
one. Accordingly, the dependent variable of the analysis below is no longer the change in policy 
output as in the original analysis but the proximity of actors’ preferences from the initial policy 
output. In other words, if a policy proposal is in line with business preferences I assume that a 
certain degree of influence has been exerted on decision-makers. Although acknowledging the risk 
of confusing influence with luck (Barry, 1980, Lowery, 2013) the causal link between policy change 
and the action of interest groups which underpins influence in the traditional approaches based on 
preference attainment is purely frequentist as well, as underlined above (Goldthorpe, 2001). On top 
of that, this work does not aim at exhaustiveness nor conclusiveness. Rather, it aims to pave the 
way for a more nuanced debate on interest group influence in a provocative fashion. 
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The What and the When Questions: Issue Salience and the Policy Cycle Stage 

Building on various scholarships I argue that the investigation of interest group influence, 
especially in the conceptualization proposed in this section, must include also considerations on 
the type of policy and the stage of the policy cycle. The literature on agenda setting emphasises 
that issues are usually characterized by attention of few and apathy of many (Baumgartner and 
Jones, 2009). In line also with the public choice theory, especially in its new developments 
(Lohmann, 2003, Lohmann, 1998), this information asymmetry is at the very basis of regulatory 
capture, a situation where business exerts a subtle influence over decision-makers. Agreement 
prevails also in regulation studies on how policy makes politics, namely on how the type of policy 
determines the interaction between societal actors and public authority (Lowi, 1964, Wilson, 1980). 
What determines the passage from a mode of politics dominated by business (quiet politics in 
Culpepper, 2011) to one in which politicians care about the electorate (in noisy politics, Culpepper, 
2011) is issue salience. Indeed, when an issue gains media and public attention that information 
asymmetry fades away and legislators tend to favour public interests moved by electoral 
considerations (Wilson, 1980, Yackee and Yackee, 2006, Denzau and Munger, 1986). As a 
conclusion, the following hypothesis is formulated: 

H1: Policy outputs are more often in line with business preferences where issue salience is 
low 

What Baumgartner and Jones (2009) term the systems of limited participation literature and Van 
Waarden (1992) includes into the literature of policy networks finds its theoretical roots in the elitist 
approach to social sciences as well as in the literature on capture mentioned above. This literature 
concentres particularly on business power. The argument is that decision-making is 
compartmentalised into secluded policy subsystems where business monopolises agenda setting 
due to its importance for the national economy (Lindblom, 1977) or to more material exchanges, 
such as career benefits (Dunleavy, 1991, Wilson, 1989) and/or campaign contributions (Grossman 
and Helpman, 1996, Denzau and Munger, 1986). Accordingly, business predominance in the 
earlier stages of policy formulation is hypothesised:  

H2: Policy outputs in the earlier stages of policy formulation are more often in line with 
business preferences  

Understanding the Accent of the (Un)heavenly Chorus 
This work investigates a way interest groups influence decision-makers which is complementary 
but not inferior to the one usually analysed by the literature by using an alternative approach to the 
analysis of interest group influence. The latter is arguably more appropriate to analyse what 
Bachrach and Baratz (1962) call the second face of power. This is in contrast with the preference 
attainment approach common in the literature, theoretically and analytically suitable for the 
analysis of the first face of power. As seen above, those two approaches underpin two different but 
complementary conceptualizations of influence which in turn derive from the traditional debate 
between sociological elitism (Hunter, 1953, Schulze, 1958, Bachrach and Baratz, 1962) and 
political science pluralism (Truman, 1959, Polsby, 1960, Dahl, 1966) in American social sciences. 
On top of that, I argue for the necessity to focus on the type of policy as well as the stage of the 
policy cycle on which influence is exerted. 

Table 1 illustrates the findings of the regression model for the ordinal dependent variable which 
measures whether business policy position is against, concerned about, neutral to or in favour a 
policy proposal, as operationalised in Bernhagen (2012). The variable measuring issue salience is 
also taken from Bernhagen (2012), who, in line with the literature on interest group influence 
(Gormley, 1986, Yackee and Yackee, 2006, Yackee, 2004, Yackee, 2006), measures issue 
salience through media salience with the number of articles mentioning the policy proposal in 
LexisNexis and Financial Times.  

(Table 1) 
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As for the policy cycle stage, I use the variable accounting for the type of policy proposal already 
present in Bernhagen (2012) dataset. In fact, the policy proposal type variable have four categories: 
public attention, formal review, recommendation and policy proposal. Although they all can be 
reconciled with the policy formulation stage of the policy cycle they can be placed onto a temporal 
continuum from public attention through formal reviews and recommendations to policy proposals. 
I aggregate these four values into a dummy variable for the earlier stages: public attention and 
formal review assume value 1 whereas recommendation and policy proposal value 0. 

Along with those variables two control variables are included: government change and 
policymakers’ preferences. The reason for the former is to test whether partisanship matters with 
respect to business influence. Policymakers’ commitment is also included: in Bernhagen (2012) 
dataset a variable measuring the commitment of policy-makers to policy proposals through the 
data from the Comparative Manifesto Project is present. This is to test whether in line with the 
traditional public interest theory prevalent until the 1970s once legislators, being office-seeking 
legislators (Denzau and Munger, 1986) or Burkean regulators (Levine and Forrence, 1990), 
commit to a piece of legislation they maintain such a commitment. 

As illustrated in Table 1, the hypotheses formulated above find empirical support: both issue 
salience and the stage of the policy cycle are associated with the correspondence between 
business policy position and the policy proposal. As the quantities of interest simulated with the 
software package Clarify (King et al., 2000) show, if a policy proposal is in the earlier stages of 
policy formulation the probability it is in line with business preferences is 56 per cent (+-10 per cent) 
compared with 31 percent (+-10 per cent) in the case the policy proposal is in later stages: the 
probability increases by 25 per cent. Likewise, if a policy proposal is salient the probability it is in 
line with business preferences is 15 per cent (+-10 per cent) whereas when the proposal is not 
salient the probability increases by 23 per cent. As a consequence, if interest group influence is 
investigated in the alternative way proposed in this work empirical regularities linking business 
policy positions with policy proposals on those issues which are under the radar of the media and 
the public opinion are found. Furthermore, the same holds true for the earlier stages of policy 
formulation. As for the control variables, none of them is significant demonstrating that partisanship 
and more specifically the political agenda of parties are not relevant. 

Conclusion 
In this work I complement the analysis Bernhagen (2012) conducts on interest representation in 
British politics. That analysis depicts an indulgent picture of the situation in the UK where 
legislators listen to the society as a whole and, more importantly, where citizens and not business 
rule in politics. Unfortunately, that is only half of the story. Indeed, the mainstream literature on 
interest group politics overlook all those dynamics which belong to what Bachrach and Baratz 
(1962) call the second face power. The theoretical and analytical monopoly of the behavioral 
conceptualization of power rooted in the mainstream literature leads researchers to forget that 
‘politics is about who gets what, when and how’ (Lasswell, 1936): the what, the when and the how 
questions are usually neglected. 

By relying on the theoretical premises of sociological elitism I introduce an alternative approach to 
influence, which allows the researcher to detect the second face of power, in counterposition to the 
mainstream approach of preference attainment, which is more appropriate for the first face of 
power. In doing so, I find preliminary evidence that the policy cycle stage and issue salience matter. 
By relying on the same frequentist mode of causal inference the mainstream literature on interest 
group influence uses I would conclude that business dominates policy-making during its most 
crucial phase, namely when policies are formulated, and where the media and public opinion do 
not pay attention. Accordingly, I would claim that aloof from the picture of British politics coming 
from the analysis in Bernhagen (2012), ‘the heavenly chorus [still] sings with a strong upper class 
accent’  (Schattsschneider, 1975  p.35).   
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Tables 

   
Business  Model 1 Model 2 

   
   
Earlier Stages 0.653** 0.670** 
 (0.296) (0.299) 
Salience -0.00843*** -0.00838*** 
 (0.00251) (0.00254) 
Policymakers’ 
Commitment 

 0.00900 

  (0.0528) 
Government Change  0.132 
  (0.511) 
cut1   
   
Constant -0.767*** -0.728*** 
 (0.174) (0.228) 
cut2   
   
Constant -0.307* -0.269 
 (0.163) (0.224) 
cut3   
   
Constant -0.0852 -0.0472 
 (0.162) (0.227) 
cut4   
   
Constant 0.290* 0.329 
 (0.162) (0.228) 
   
Observations 85 85 
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