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reap the rewards of the group’s activity. The downside of this phenomenon is called the
free rider problem. As Olson asserts, potential members may be unlikely to join a group
because they realize that they will receive many of the benefits the group achieves
regardless of their participation. Not only is it irrational for free riders to join any group,
but the bigger the group, the greater the free rider problem. Thus, groups need to pro-
vide a variety of other incentives to convince potential members to join. These can be
newsletters, discounts, or simply a good feeling.

Several scholars examining why individuals join groups have found that a group’s
attempt to pursue a collective good is not always a mere by-product of the group’s abil-
ity to provide selective material incentives, as Olson has argued.78 Specifically, they have
found that several factors help groups overcome the free rider problem. One factor is
that members representing other groups or institutions are much more likely than indi-
viduals to value efforts to obtain collective goods. Another factor is that once a policy
environment appears to threaten existing rights, many individuals come to realize those
threats and join groups in exchange for only collective benefits.79 Moreover, Olson, an
economist, fails to consider the fact that many political, D.C.-based groups count other
groups, and not just individuals, as their members. These alliances often are considered
carefully by organized interests much in the way some individuals calculate their mem-
bership in groups.80

These alliances have important implications.81 While interest groups do work
together in alliances, they also carve out policy niches to differentiate themselves to
potential members as well as policy makers. While the National Women’s Law Cen-
ter, for example, vigorously pursues enforcement of Title IX through litigation, the
National Organization for Women, although very supportive of Title IX, is more
involved in welfare reform as it affects women. Similarly, one study of gay and lesbian
groups found that they avoided direct competition by developing different issue
niches.82 Some concentrate on litigation; others lobby for domestic partnerships or
inclusion of gays in the military.

Small groups often have an organizational advantage because, in a small group such
as the National Governors Association, any individual’s share of the collective good may
be great enough to make it rational to join. Patrons, be they large foundations such as
the Ford Foundation or individuals such as Jane Fonda, who donated $500,000 to the
Georgia Campaign for Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention in 1995, often eliminate the
free rider problem for public interest groups. They make the costs of joining minimal
because they contribute much of the group’s necessary financial support.83

Throughout the history of the United States, interest
groups have played a key role in the development of

our pluralist society. Groups have arisen in response to
crises, to alleviate a problem, or to maintain the status quo
from attack. Government frequently has been the media-
tor of battles between these interest groups, and sometimes
has been captured by the victors. Competition for public
attention and governmental action is a recurring theme in
American politics.

In the public forum, interest groups, or factions, as
James Madison called them in Federalist No. 10, often pre-
sent two opposing approaches to the same problem. When

some of the colonists decided to break from Great Britain,
the colonies were split into two camps: the loyalists and the
revolutionaries. Then, as the new nation became established,
it was the Federalists and Anti-Federalists. During the Civil
War, Americans were divided into pro-slavery and antislav-
ery factions. Today, the dividing lines are gun control versus
the right to bear arms, the right to choose versus the right to
life, and the list goes on. For each of these interests, there is
a group. Thus, there is the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun
Violence and the NRA. Similarly, there is the National
Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League and the
National Right to Life Committee.
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free rider problem
Potential members fail to join a
group because they can get the ben-
efit, or collective good, sought 
by the group without contributing 
to the effort.
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Although the two major political parties are not per se
interest groups, they represent very different approaches to
solving a variety of problems, and many political interest
groups are largely allied with one party or the other, high-
lighting the persistence, and importance, of factions in pol-
itics. While labor unions today may try to reach out to
Republicans and big business to Democrats, fairly sharp
lines are drawn concerning a variety of issues. In general,
interest groups ally themselves with a single party and view
themselves as competitors trying to capture control of the
government to have an influence on its policies. It is not
surprising, then, that President George W. Bush, the first
president with an MBA, is pro-business and that his ties
to big business and its influence on him and his adminis-
tration have been questioned. A president coming out of a
labor union could expect similar questions about influence.

1. As interest groups and their issues have changed over
time, theories about how they form and maintain them-
selves have been able to explain interest groups pretty
well. As Internet use increases for mobilizing potential
adherents, do you see a change coming in the general
nature of interest groups?

2. What role have big business interests and labor unions
had as the war on terrorism has proceeded?

3. What ways have groups used to voice their support or
opposition to American foreign and domestic policy? In
which arena are they more successful?

C A S T Y O U R V O T E In what ways will the Internet suc-
ceed as a mobilizing tool for interest groups? In what ways

will it fail? To cast your vote, go to
www.ablongman.com/oconnor

SUMMARY

Interest groups lie at the heart of the American social and
political system. National groups first emerged in the
1830s. Since that time, the type, nature, sophistication, and
tactics of groups have changed dramatically. In this chap-
ter, we have made the following points:

1. What Are Interest Groups?
Those who study interest groups have offered a vari-
ety of definitions to explain what they are. Most defi-
nitions revolve around notions of associations or
groups of individuals who share some sort of common
interest or attitude and who try to influence or engage
in activity to affect governmental policies or the peo-
ple in government. Political scientists find it helpful to
categorize interest groups in several ways. They study
multi-issue versus single-issue groups. They also exam-
ine economic, public interest, and governmental units
as participants in the interest group process.

2. The Roots and Development of American Interest
Groups
Interest groups, national in scope, did not begin to
emerge until around the 1830s. Later, from 1890 to
1920, the Progressive movement emerged. The 1960s
saw the rise of a wide variety of liberal interest groups.
By the 1970s through the 1980s, legions of conserva-
tives were moved to form new groups to counteract
those efforts. Business groups, corporations, and
unions established their presence in Washington, D.C.

3. What Do Interest Groups Do?
Interest groups often fill voids left by the major polit-
ical parties and give Americans opportunities to make
claims, as a group, on government. The most common
activity of interest groups is lobbying, which takes

many forms. Groups routinely pressure members of
Congress and their staffs, the president and the
bureaucracy, and the courts; they use a variety of tech-
niques to educate and stimulate the public to pressure
key governmental decision makers. Interest groups also
attempt to influence the outcome of elections; some
run their own candidates for office. Others rate elected
officials to inform their members how particular legis-
lators stand on issues of importance to them. Political
action committees (PACs), a way for some groups to
contribute money to candidates for office, are another
method of gaining support from elected officials and
ensuring that their “friends” stay in office. Reaction to
public criticism of this influence led Congress to pass
the first major lobbying reforms in fifty years.

4. What Makes an Interest Group Successful?
Interest group success can be measured in a variety of
ways, including a group’s ability to get its issues on the
public agenda, winning key pieces of legislation in
Congress or executive branch or judicial rulings, or
backing successful candidates. Several factors con-
tribute to interest group success, including leaders and
patrons, funding, and committed members.
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