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Abstract The interest group concept is defined in many different ways in the existing
literature and a range of different classification schemes are employed. This complicates
comparisons between different studies and their findings. One of the important tasks faced
by interest group scholars engaged in large-N studies is therefore to define the concept of
an interest group and to determine which classification scheme to use for different group
types. After reviewing the existing literature, this article sets out to compare different
approaches to defining and classifying interest groups with a sample of lobbying actors
coded according to different coding schemes. We systematically assess the performance
of different schemes by comparing how actor types in the different schemes differ with
respect to a number of background characteristics. This is done in a two-stage approach
where we first cluster actors according to a number of key background characteristics and
second assess how the categories of the different interest group typologies relate to these clus-
ters. We demonstrate that background characteristics do align to a certain extent with certain
interest group types but also find important differences in the organizational attributes of spe-
cific interest group types. As expected, our comparison of coding schemes reveals a closer link
between group attributes and group type in narrower classification schemes based on group
organizational characteristics than those based on a behavioral definition of lobbying.
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Consistent with the general field of social science, the study of interest groups suffers
from a certain lack of precision with regard to its basic unit of analysis – namely, the
interest group concept itself. One central issue is the various competing concepts on
offer: interest groups, interest organizations, pressure groups, cause groups, citizen
interest groups, social movement organizations and civil society organizations, to list
just a few. There is also no firm or fixed list of the type of groups falling under these
categories, with researchers variously including the usual suspects, like trade unions,
NGOs and business associations, as well as less common types like think tanks,
hospitals, universities, public authorities and even religious groups.

Importantly, scholars tend to choose one definition of interest groups over another.
A key distinction can be made between scholars who use a behavioral definition (for
example, Truman, 1951; Berry, 1977; Lindblom, 1980; Salisbury, 1984; Wilson,
1990; Baumgartner et al, 2009) and define groups based on their observable, policy-
related activities versus those that define interest groups more narrowly based on
their organizational characteristics and reserve the interest group term for member-
ship associations (for example, Thomas and Hrebenar, 1990; Jordan et al, 2004;
Halpin, 2010; Jordan and Greenan, 2012; Rasmussen et al, 2013; Helboe Pedersen
et al, 2013; Binderkrantz et al, 2014; Rasmussen and Carroll, 2014). Moreover,
scholars also work with different classification schemes when it comes to distin-
guishing between different types of interest groups (for example, Schlozman and
Tierney, 1986; Gray and Lowery, 1996; Bouwen, 2004; Beyers and Kerremans,
2007; Baumgartner et al, 2009; Binderkrantz and Krøyer, 2012; Dür and Mateo,
2012; Rasmussen, 2014). While such different approaches to conceptualization may
be motivated by differences in research focus, they often make it difficult to draw
comparisons between the findings generated from different large-N studies of interest
representation across issues and venues. The result, according to Baumgartner and Leech
(1998, p. 22), is nothing less than a barrier to the accumulation of knowledge in interest
group research. The inability to pin-down the interest group concept has also been
implicated in ‘the marginalization of interest group studies within the political science
discipline’ (Jordan et al, 2004, p. 196) as well as a balkanization within the research area
that has led scholars to speak at cross purposes (Beyers et al, 2008, p. 1108). Ultimately,
without a clear understanding of what an interest group is (or is not) and how we can
distinguish between different types of interest groups, research is hard pressed to
adequately gather data, make comparisons and draw out any positive conclusions.

The aim of this article is to provide a more solid empirical foundation for defining
and classifying interest groups in large-N research on the politics of interest
representation. To this end, we compare different approaches to defining and
classifying interest groups with a sample coded according to different coding
schemes. Our goal is not to provide a new interest group definition, nor is it to
propose a new classification scheme. Instead, we assess how existing classification
schemes differ with respect to how close a link there is between their coding of
different group types and essential, constitutive background characteristics.
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To compare how actor types in the different schemes differ with respect to a number
of essential background characteristics, we conduct a cluster analysis of interest
groups identified by the INTEREURO Project (Beyers et al, 2014). In a first step, we
cluster actors according to a number of key background characteristics – namely,
membership structure, level of mobilization, staff and financial resources. In a second
step, we assess how the categories of the different interest group typologies relate to
these clusters. In this way, cluster analysis provides insight into how well our long-
held assumptions about how groups differ hold up to empirical scrutiny. For instance,
to what extent can we speak of membership interest groups as being distinct from
other types of actors active in interest representation, or of different interest group
types as being inherently different? The approach offered here helps us assess the
degree to which actor attributes can explain the different classification schemes
prevalent in the extant literature. We present several key findings. First, we find
evidence for differences in essential background characteristics of membership
interest groups and the remaining set. Second, although we find that similar group
types may share certain background characteristics, we also find important and
considerable differences in the organizational attributes of specific interest group
types in all the schemes examined. In this way, our findings qualify scholarship
that assumes a link between interest group type and differences in organizational
background characteristics, such as group resources, whether related to finances, staff
or information (for example, Bouwen, 2002, 2004; Mahoney, 2004; Dür and
De Bièvre, 2007). The resource advantages of business are commonly referred to in
the literature of business influence (for a recent review, see Dür et al, 2013) and of
bias in the system of interest representation (for example, Schlozman, 1984;
Baumgartner and Leech, 2001), even if we find substantial variation in the resources
of business groups in practice. Finally, we see that there is a closer link between
group attributes and group type in narrower classification schemes based on groups’
organizational characteristics than in more inclusive schemes based on a behavioral/
functional definition of lobbying.

Defining and Classifying Interest Groups

While concepts are the building blocks for social scientific theories and hypotheses,
the task of concept formation has received relatively little attention from scholars
over the years (for exceptions, see Sartori, 1970; Collier, 1995; Goertz, 2006). The
study of interest groups is no exception. Indeed, interest group scholars often use
different and sometimes competing concepts to refer to the same thing, and concept
choice is often driven by the issue area or lobbying venue under examination as well
as a given author’s normative focus.

When it comes to defining the interest group concept, we can speak broadly of
a central distinction between a purely behavioral definition of interest groups and
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a definition focused on a group’s organizational characteristics. A behavioral approach
defines interest groups on the basis of their observable policy-related activities, in
particular, activities related to influencing policy outcomes (Jordan et al, 2004). This
approach has a long history in the interest group literature. An interest group is thus
variously defined as any group ‘acting, or tending toward action’ (Bentley, 1908,
p. 211); that ‘makes certain claims upon other groups in society’ (Truman, 1951,
p. 37); any organization ‘actively trying to influence the distribution of political
goods’ (Berry, 1977, p. 10); that ‘seek[s] to influence policy’ (Lindblom, 1977,
p. 85), or ‘the formulation and implementation of public policy’ (Grant, 1989, p. 9)
more broadly speaking. We observe similar behavioral definitions in the work of
Salisbury (1984), Wilson (1990), Baumgartner et al (2009) and Wonka et al (2010).
Scholars advocating such a behavioral definition note that member-based organiza-
tions only account for a relatively small portion of the diverse array of interest
representatives (for example, Berry, 1977; Salisbury, 1984; Wilson, 1990; Walker,
1991; Gray and Lowery, 1996; Baumgartner et al, 2009). What is more, the central
challenge facing this approach is delimiting the boundaries of the interest group
concept. After all, focusing on the influence function can obscure differences
between groups whose core function is to influence policy and those whose political
activities are ‘more sporadic and ephemeral’ (Beyers et al, 2008, p. 1107). Moreover,
as stated by Wilson (1990), a key question for scholars using such a definition is,
‘[H]ow much political activity is required before an organization which exists for
some other purpose may be regarded as an interest group?’ (p. 7) (see also Schlozman
and Tierney, 1986; Jordan and Greenan, 2012). Without a clear answer to this
question, empirical analyses risk excluding important and influential groups from
consideration (or, alternatively, including unimportant groups and giving a skewed
impression of influence).

A central alternative to defining interest groups based on their lobbying function is
to focus instead on a narrower definition that sees organizational characteristics as
key defining features and reserves the interest group term for membership-based
organizations (for example, Thomas and Hrebenar, 1990; Jordan et al, 2004; Halpin,
2006, 2010; Christiansen, 2012; Jordan and Greenan, 2012; Binderkrantz et al,
2014).1 Some of the studies within this approach derive from a theoretical interest in
the dynamics of group membership and mobilization – namely, when and how
certain interests are mobilized into groups capable of politically relevant action (for
example, Schlozman and Tierney, 1986; Walker, 1991; Jordan and Greenan, 2012).
However, there are also plenty of studies employing an organizational definition of
groups, which focus on actual lobbying strategies and their outcomes (for example,
Binderkrantz and Krøyer, 2012; Helboe Pedersen, 2013; Binderkrantz et al, 2014).

Importantly, this approach often rests on the so-called ‘voluntary stereotype’: such
groups are generally presented as voluntary, democratically accountable and
individual-based organizations (Jordan et al, 2004, p. 198). Accordingly, a subset of
studies employing such an organizational definition of interest groups emphasize an
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interest group’s potential contribution to democratic participation, representation and
ability to foster social capital (for example, Jordan et al, 2004, p. 199; Jordan and
Maloney, 2007). It is little wonder, then, that some (but not all) scholars adopting this
approach have a normative bias about the associational and democratic benefits of
group activity and eschew loaded labels like special interests in favor of less
pejorative terms like civil society organization or social movement organization
(Beyers et al, 2008).

In addition to the demarcations set out in the behavioral and organizational
approaches to defining the concept of an interest group, a broad distinction is often
made regarding the nature of the interest being represented in different interest group
classification schemes. A series of basic dichotomies that distinguish narrow, self-
interest from broad, collective interests are used to define interest group types. For
instance, Beyers (2004) makes a distinction between specific groups representing
the narrow interests of a well-circumscribed constituency and diffuse groups
representing the interests of broad segments of society. Similarly, Klüver (2013)
speaks of narrow ‘sectional groups’ and broad ‘cause groups’; Walker (1991)
distinguishes between groups with specific members and those open to all citizens,
and Halpin (2006) speaks of groups pursuing solidarity versus groups pursuing
representation. Moreover, using a different rationale for classifying groups,
Schneider and Baltz (2003) classify interest groups according to the scope of their
activity, distinguishing between general interest groups and those specialized in a
limited number of issues. Finally, rather than presenting the distinction between
groups representing specialist and diffuse interests as a matter of classifying
interest groups, some scholars define interest groups in such a way that they only
encompass the former and contrast these with other actor types such as NGOs. As
an example, Grant (1986, pp. 9–10) distinguishes between interest groups and
promotional groups. The former are ‘primarily self-interested’ and defend the
interests of their own members, whereas the latter seek to promote a cause that
benefits society as a whole.

Despite the parsimony of these basic dichotomies, existing empirical studies of
interest groups have failed to settle on a set list of the specific types of groups that fall
under these broader categories. Schlozman and Tierney’s (1986) now seminal work
adopts a broad scheme that includes a list of 10 group types: peak business
associations, trade associations, labor unions, farm groups, professional associations,
voluntary membership groups, civil rights and social welfare organizations, corpora-
tions, law firms and the ‘intergovernmental lobby’ (composed of foreign and sub-
national governments). More recent empirical work has followed suit, making
amendments to this list in a rather ad hoc fashion. Most notably, Baumgartner et al
(2009) add coalitions, think tanks and governmental associations to the list.
Binderkrantz and Krøyer (2012) include hobby groups, occupational associations
and religious groups.2 The problem with such an approach is not just a lack of
theoretical justification for the inclusion or exclusion of specific group types, but that
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efforts to generate a comprehensive list of group types lead to further conceptual
confusion. There is a fundamental trade-off between the inclusiveness of the interest
group concept (including as many ‘like’ groups as possible) with a rigorous litmus
test for similarity of ‘kind’, and not degree, between cases. As Sartori (1970) argues,
as we move up the ladder of abstraction to include more groups, the likelihood of
degreeism, parochialism and concept stretching radically increases.

Scrutinizing Interest Group Classifications

Our purpose in this analysis is to test some of the central assumptions underlying
existing interest group classification schemes with an eye on how this impacts large-
N research. To this end, we put the fundamental constitutive elements or background
characteristics of interest groups to the test. There has often been a tendency in
existing research to link interest group type and differences in background
characteristics, such as financial and informational resources (Bouwen, 2002, 2004;
Mahoney, 2004; Dür and De Bièvre, 2007). As an example, Mahoney (2004)
explains how: ‘Information on EU interest group budgets is not available, but some
types of groups are generally better endowed financially (i.e. the business groups)
than others. Therefore, trade, professional and cross-sectoral business groups should
be expected to have more income at their disposal than citizen or culture groups and
thus be likely to have a higher probability of being included in the committee system’

(p. 452). As a result of lacking information about resources, she therefore uses group
type in her analysis.

Moreover, a common argument why some groups are influential and well
represented has often been that they possess a superior level of resources compared
with other group types, such as those representing public and identity interests. This
argument has for example been made with reference to business groups as well as
institutions. In a review, Dür et al (2013, p. 4) explain how, ‘Much of the existing
literature suggests that business interests are frequently more influential than other
actors, for a number of reasons: Firstly, business actors command a host of politically
useful resources such as time, money and expertise, that can be traded for access to
political decison-makers and favorable decisions …’. Moreover, even if Schlozman
(1984) emphasizes the difficulties in comparing resources across interest groups as a
result of their different character, their overall conclusion is that ‘the pressure system
is tilted heavily in favor of the well-off, especially business, at the expense of the
representation of broad public interests and the interests of those with few political
resources’ (pp. 1028–1029). She reports that in a survey of 175 Washington
representatives a lack of financial resources was listed as the greatest source of
frustration by 5 per cent of corporate representatives, 11 per cent of the trade
association representatives, none of the union representatives and 47 per cent of the
public interest group representatives (Schlozman, 1984, p. 1027). Along the same
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lines, Gerber (1999, p. 70) argues that economic groups possess ‘a comparative
advantage in amassing monetary resources’ whereas citizen groups have ‘a
comparative advantage in mobilizing personnel resources’. Furthermore, Grant
(1989) explains how ‘cause groups often have fewer resources at their disposal than
sectional groups in terms of income and paid staff’ (p. 13) (see also Kohler-Koch,
1994, p. 169; Baumgartner and Leech, 2001, p. 1196). With regard to institutions,
Salisbury (1984) states how institutions ‘typically command substantial and diverse
resources and within limits a meaningful fraction may be allocated to policy-relevant
tasks …’ (p. 68).

Specifically, our aim is to systematically examine whether actor types differ with
respect to such key background characteristics and to assess the performance of three
different interest group classification schemes when it comes to classifying groups
based on these background attributes. We compare the INTEREURO classification
scheme that uses a behavioral definition of interest groups with two alternative
schemes: first, the scheme used by the Interarena project that uses an organizational
definition of groups, and second, the European Union Transparency Register scheme
that permits groups to self-identify in terms of group type.

We start from one common sample of interest groups drawn from a Europe-wide
interest group project on European Union (EU) lobbying titled INTEREURO (www.
intereuro.eu). From INTEREURO’s broader sample of external actors active on 125
proposals adopted by the European Commission between 2008 and 2010, we select
the ‘active actors’ on these proposals – those that had appeared in a number of
selected media outlets3 and/or been identified by Commission officials as having
played a leading role. This resulted in a sample of 991 actors, of which 138 actors
appeared in the media and played a leading role according to the Commission.4

In order to compare the three classification schemes on an equal footing, we exclude
actors that were not coded for either Interarena or INTEREURO. Actors not
appearing in the Transparency Register are included, however, and belong to a
residual category. Thus, in total we have 938 actors that are classified in all three
schemes.

For each actor in this sample, we have coded four crucial background character-
istics: group membership structure (no members, individual members, organizational
members and mixed membership), geographical level of mobilization ((sub)national,
European and international level), staff size and lobbying budget. Tables A and B in
the Online Appendix provide descriptive information about these four independent
variables.

Our sample is coded according to three different interest group classification
schemes. The first is the scheme used by the INTEREURO Project itself (see Table C
in the Online Appendix for the distribution of actors according to this classification),
which uses a behavioral concept of an interest group. The interesting point is
therefore to see how the different actors are distributed between the different
categories of the INTEREURO coding classification. The two largest categories of
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interest groups in our sample according to this classification are firms and business
associations (36 per cent and 25 per cent of actors, respectively). The second coding
scheme comes from the Interarena project (www.interarena.dk) (see Online
Appendix, Table D). In contrast to INTEREURO, this project uses an organizational
definition of interest groups, which are defined as ‘membership organizations
working to obtain political influence’ (Binderkrantz et al, 2014, p. 5). As displayed
in Table D, more than half of the actors lobbying on the proposals (52 per cent) are
not classified as interest groups according to the Interarena coding scheme.
A substantial share of these actors are classified as firms in the INTEREURO coding
scheme (69 per cent), whereas the five largest remaining INTEREURO actor types
not classified by Interarena are: institutions (11 per cent), European institutions
(5 per cent), national institutions of EU countries (4 per cent) and research institutes
(4 per cent). Ignoring the non-classified actors in the Interarena scheme, we
find a strong relationship between the Interarena and INTEREURO schemes.
To measure the strength of association between the two schemes, we calculate the
Goodman-Kruskall λ, a proportional reduction in error measure, on those 454 actors
appearing in both schemes (that is, excluding actors that are not classified as
interest groups in Interarena). Knowing which category each actor belongs to in the
Interarena scheme reduces our errors in predicting that actor’s INTEREURO
category by 51 per cent relative to relying on the marginal probability of each
INTEREURO category alone (P<0.01). The third scheme we consider comes from
the Transparency Register. Unlike INTEREURO and Interarena, the Transparency
Register does not allocate groups to certain categories, but rather allows interest
groups to ‘self identify’ using a set list of group types upon registering. Importantly,
data in Table E suggest that 57 per cent of the interest groups considered here have in
fact not registered in the Transparency Register. Of these actors the five biggest
categories of non-registered actors are firms (41 per cent), business associations
(16 per cent), institutions (13 per cent), national institutions of EU countries (8 per
cent) and citizen groups (7 per cent). Excluding actors that have not registered in the
Transparency Register, we also find a relationship between the INTEREURO and
Transparency classification in the 404 remaining actors. Knowing an actor’s
Transparency Register category reduces prediction errors by 54 per cent with respect
to the INTEREURO scheme (P<0.01).

Our assessment of these three coding schemes follows a two-stage approach. First,
we cluster actors according to a number of key background characteristics without
any attention to the substantive type of interests they represent in the different coding
schemes. By grouping actors according to background characteristics (resources,
membership type and so on), we obtain a classification of actors that is independent
of the classification schemes that we evaluate. The advantage of using cluster
analysis is that we avoid having to describe the relationship between the group types
in the three evaluated coding schemes and each of the background characteristics
examined. Instead, the analysis accounts for all background characteristics
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simultaneously and summarizes their intersection by creating clusters of actors. We
use AutoClass, an unsupervised Bayesian cluster analysis technique capable of
handling both nominal- and interval-level variables (Cheeseman and Stutz, 1996).
The Online Appendix explains the motivation for using this particular cluster
analysis technique.

Second, we assess how the categories of the different schemes relate to these
clusters. Ultimately this allows us to address two questions. First, we are able to see
whether the narrower list of interest groups in Interarena shares a number of key
background characteristics that distinguish these actors from the remaining share of
actors in the broader definition. This should be the case, since the whole idea of an
organizational definition is that these actors share certain key organizational
characteristics. Second, we are able to explore whether groups with similar back-
ground characteristics represent the same type of substantive interests. When interest
group scholars distinguish between different group types they often make such an
assumption implicitly. The image that business groups are better staffed and funded
than groups representing public interests is widespread (Lowery and Brasher, 2004).
A key rationale provided for the dominance of business groups in the interest group
community is often their possession of financial resources (for example,
Schattschneider, 1960; Lindblom, 1977; Schlozman and Tierney, 1986; Mahoney,
2004). It is important to state that even if we discover that such a link does not exist or
is weaker than expected, we will ultimately never be able to falsify a given interest
group classification. Regardless of how similar different group types are with respect
to different background characteristics, they will still be different in terms of the
type of substantive interest they represent. However, our results will still be very
important for interpreting findings with regard to group types in existing research.
Often, the reason scholars and commentators raise concern for the unequal
representation and the undue influence of different group types is because they
assume there are some systematic differences in the organizational characteristics of
these categories of groups.

Step 1: Cluster analysis

The cluster analysis proceeds in two steps. In the first stage, only the categorical
variables (membership structure and level of mobilization) are included. The
analysis uses all observations in the sample that have non-missing values for either
membership structure or level of mobilization (n= 917). The resulting classifi-
cation includes two clusters of 564 (64 per cent) and 353 (36 per cent) actors,
respectively. In the second stage, budget and staff size are added to the categorical
variables used in the first stage. The resulting classification contains five clusters
with the two largest clusters including 325 (35 per cent) and 253 (28 per cent)
of the actors.
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Step 2: Clustering and classification schemes

The key in assessing the ‘performance’ of the different classification schemes is to
examine the relationship between the derived clusters and each scheme. In order to
do so, we report for each cluster analysis how actors within a given group are
distributed across different clusters and the average probability that an actor belongs
to each cluster (Tables 1–3). Moreover, for the second cluster analysis, we calculate
the so-called Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index (HHI) for each actor type in a given
classification. It is calculated as the sum of the squared proportions of interest
groups belonging to each of the five clusters. The index ranges from 1/number of
clusters (in our case: 5) to one with values closer to one, indicating that a high share
of the actors of a given type are concentrated in one or a few clusters. The higher
the concentration, the easier it is to predict an actor’s classification based on its
background characteristics.

The first relevant comparison to make is that between an organizational and
behavioral definition of an interest group. As already mentioned, the Interarena
scheme distinguishes itself from the other two by using an organizational definition.
As a result, we can compare the results of our cluster analysis for Interarena interest
groups (‘Total interest groups’ in Table 3) with those for non-interest groups. As
expected, we see some differences between these actor types. In cluster analysis 1,
‘interest groups’ are somewhat more likely to fall in cluster two than one whereas the
relationship is the exact opposite for ‘non-interest groups’. There are also some
differences regarding which clusters (non-)interest group actors belong to in cluster
analysis 2. This should not surprise us since the whole rationale for distinguishing
between interest groups and the remaining share of actors in the Interarena scheme is
that interest groups have certain organizational characteristics that distinguish them
from other actors. Interestingly, this also means that, not only do interest groups
differ from non-interest groups, they also have more organizational attributes in
common than the pool of non-interest group actors. In Table 3, the HHI scores show
that the concentration across clusters in cluster analysis 2 is higher for Interarena
interest groups (0.41) than non-interest groups (0.3).

It is also interesting to examine whether actors within a given interest group type
are likely to fall within the same cluster. Regardless of which classification scheme
we examine or whether we look at cluster analysis 1 or 2, we see that there is quite
some dispersion. There is far from a perfect match between organizational back-
ground characteristics and group types. This is further illustrated in our calculation of
the HHI scores for cluster analysis 2, which are quite a lot below 1 in most cases
meaning that actors belonging to a certain group type are not concentrated in one
cluster only. A prominent example is the largest actor category in the INTEREURO
scheme, that is, firms. We see that they are relatively dispersed among a number of
different clusters and have a HHI score as low as 0.33, which is not much higher than
the minimum value of 0.2 where all actors are equally distributed between all
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Table 1: Results of cluster analysis by INTEREURO classification

Cluster analysis 1 Cluster analysis 2

N C= 1 C= 2 P
(C= 1)

P
(C= 2)

C= 1 C= 2 C= 3 C= 4 C= 5 P
(C= 1)

P
(C= 2)

P
(C= 3)

P
(C= 4)

P
(C= 5)

HHI

Business associations 237 62 175 0.34 0.66 43 170 2 2 20 0.24 0.65 0.01 0.01 0.09 0.55
Citizen groups 91 54 37 0.57 0.43 60 18 1 1 11 0.6 0.24 0.01 0.02 0.14 0.49
European institutions 21 1 20 0.08 0.92 10 4 0 5 2 0.46 0.18 0 0.24 0.11 0.33
Firms 337 310 27 0.89 0.11 98 0 138 91 10 0.28 0.01 0.42 0.26 0.03 0.33
Foreign public authority 9 9 0 0.93 0.07 6 0 1 2 0 0.66 0 0.12 0.22 0 0.51
Individuals 1 1 0 0.96 0.04 1 0 0 0 0 0.99 0.01 0 0 0 1
Institutions 105 57 48 0.53 0.47 46 31 2 18 8 0.45 0.27 0.03 0.16 0.08 0.31
Intergovernmental organizations 11 10 1 0.85 0.15 10 1 0 0 0 0.64 0.35 0 0 0 0.83
National institutions of EU countries 44 30 14 0.68 0.32 24 10 0 4 6 0.58 0.18 0 0.11 0.13 0.38
Professional associations 25 8 17 0.31 0.69 8 14 1 0 2 0.37 0.52 0.04 0 0.06 0.42
Research institutes 26 16 10 0.58 0.42 14 2 2 4 4 0.5 0.1 0.06 0.18 0.15 0.35
Trade unions 10 6 4 0.57 0.43 5 3 0 1 1 0.47 0.32 0 0.1 0.1 0.36
Total 917 564 353 0.64 0.36 325 253 147 128 64 0.36 0.26 0.17 0.14 0.07 0.25

HHI: Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index.
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Table 2: Results of cluster analysis by Transparency Register classification

Cluster analysis 1 Cluster analysis 2

N C= 1 C= 2 P
(C= 1)

P
(C= 2)

C= 1 C= 2 C= 3 C= 4 C= 5 P
(C= 1)

P
(C= 2)

P
(C= 3)

P
(C= 4)

P
(C= 5)

HHI

Companies and groups 119 103 16 0.87 0.13 21 5 86 4 3 0.17 0.05 0.73 0.03 0.03 0.56
Law firms 1 1 0 0.99 0.01 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0.33 0.67 0 1
Local, regional and municipal authorities 4 0 4 0.12 0.88 1 1 0 1 1 0.24 0.24 0 0.25 0.27 0.25
Non-governmental organizations 85 29 56 0.34 0.66 35 37 1 2 10 0.41 0.42 0.01 0.03 0.12 0.37
Other public or mixed entities and so on 3 2 1 0.56 0.44 2 1 0 0 0 0.68 0.32 0 0 0 0.56
Other similar organizations 13 4 9 0.29 0.71 1 10 0 1 1 0.14 0.68 0 0.08 0.1 0.61
Professional consultancies 2 2 0 0.99 0.01 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0.4 0.25 0.35 0.5
Think tanks and research institutions 11 5 6 0.45 0.55 5 2 0 3 1 0.39 0.2 0 0.28 0.13 0.32
Trade unions 9 3 6 0.44 0.56 3 3 0 1 2 0.27 0.41 0 0.11 0.21 0.28
Trade, business and professional

associations
156 30 126 0.26 0.74 16 122 4 1 13 0.13 0.75 0.03 0.01 0.08 0.63

Total in Register 403 179 224 0.54 0.46 84 181 92 14 32 0.22 0.43 0.23 0.04 0.08 0.30
Not in Transparency Register 514 385 129 0.74 0.26 241 72 55 114 32 0.47 0.13 0.12 0.22 0.06 0.3
Total all actors 917 564 353 0.64 0.36 325 253 147 128 64 0.36 0.26 0.17 0.14 0.07 0.25

HHI: Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index.
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Table 3: Results of cluster analysis by Interarena classification

Cluster analysis 1 Cluster analysis 2

N C= 1 C= 2 P(C= 1) P(C= 2) C= 1 C= 2 C= 3 C= 4 C= 5 P(C= 1) P(C= 2) P(C= 3) P(C= 4) P(C= 5) HHI

Business groups 237 57 180 0.32 0.68 39 173 3 2 20 0.22 0.67 0.01 0.01 0.09 0.57
Hobby/leisure groups 4 2 2 0.57 0.43 2 2 0 0 0 0.49 0.44 0 0 0.08 0.5
Identity groups 3 3 0 0.89 0.11 3 0 0 0 0 0.95 0.03 0 0 0.01 1
Institutional associations 47 23 24 0.51 0.49 24 16 0 2 5 0.55 0.29 0 0.05 0.11 0.39
Occupational associations 35 15 20 0.42 0.58 13 17 1 1 3 0.42 0.45 0.03 0.03 0.07 0.38
Public interest groups 114 61 53 0.51 0.49 65 31 1 2 15 0.55 0.28 0.01 0.03 0.13 0.42
Religious groups 1 1 0 0.99 0.01 0 0 0 0 1 0.15 0 0 0.02 0.83 1
Unions 8 7 1 0.75 0.25 7 1 0 0 0 0.73 0.26 0 0 0.01 0.78
Total interest groups 449 169 280 0.41 0.59 153 240 5 7 44 0.37 0.5 0.01 0.02 0.1 0.41
Non-interest groups 468 395 73 0.82 0.18 172 13 142 121 20 0.35 0.04 0.32 0.25 0.04 0.3
Total all actors 917 564 353 0.64 0.36 325 253 147 128 64 0.36 0.26 0.17 0.14 0.07 0.25

HHI: Herfindahl-Hirschmann Index.
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clusters. Only in rare cases with one or very few actors in a given actor category do
we reach a high concentration score in the different classification schemes.

When it comes to comparing the clustering of different actor types in the different
schemes based on the organizational background characteristics, there is a consider-
able amount of overlap between the INTEREURO and Interarena coding schemes.
Looking at the results of cluster analysis 2, we see that business associations/business
groups and professional associations/occupational associations have the highest
probability of falling into cluster two in both coding schemes. Further, citizen
groups, individuals, research institutes, trade unions, as well as European institutions,
foreign public authorities, institutions, intergovernmental organizations and national
institutions of EU countries are more likely to fall into cluster one. A similar
but shorter list of actors from the Interarena data includes those with the highest
probability of falling into cluster one: hobby/leisure groups, identity groups,
institutional associations, public interest groups and unions. Firms and religious
groups are the only actor types that do not appear to follow a clear pattern from the
INTEREURO and Interarena data. A greater range of HHI scores on those actors in
cluster one make it more difficult to predict their concentration based on background
characteristics. The clearest case of similar clustering across the two classification
schemes comes from hobby/leisure groups, identity groups and citizen groups.
Hobby/leisure groups as well as identity groups in Interarena roughly score 0.5 on the
HHI. Citizen groups in INTEREURO score a similar 0.49 on the HHI.

The Transparency Register classification scheme, by contrast, shows only margin-
ally similar clustering to the other two schemes. Both trade unions as well as trade,
business and professional associations are most likely to fall into cluster two. Think
tanks and other public or mixed entities fall into cluster one. Finally, companies and
law firms are most likely to fall into clusters three and four respectively, while local,
regional and municipal authorities as well as professional consultancies fall primarily
into cluster five.

How can we explain the overlap between the INTEREURO and Interarena coding
schemes? Descriptive statistics provided in the Online Appendix offer some insight
into these clustering patterns. First, business groups and professional/occupational
groups appear to be very similar in terms of both membership structure and level of
mobilization. Indeed, in both coding schemes the majority of business groups and
professional/occupational groups have ‘organizational membership’ and mobilize at
the EU level. These similarities, however, diminish with regard to budget and staff
size (for both coding schemes, business groups have much higher budgets and far
more staff members than professional/occupational groups). The results for the larger
range of actors that are most likely to fall into cluster one provide a more equivocal
picture. In these clusters, membership structure seems to be dominated by groups
with either no members or those with organizational membership for both
INTEREURO and Interarena. In contrast, there are no clear patterns with regard to
level of membership for these actors’ categories, which consists of EU, global and
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national level lobbyists. Actors that fall primarily into cluster one in both coding
schemes also have somewhat smaller staff sizes, especially in comparison with
business associations. However, a lack of Interarena data on actors’ budgets makes
further comparison across coding schemes difficult.

In addition to looking at whether actors of a given type tend to cluster together, we
have also calculated a score for the overall concentration of all subcategories of a
given classification scheme between clusters. It is calculated for the results of cluster
analysis 2 as an average of the HHI of all the subcategories of a scheme weighted by
the number of observations in these subcategories.5 The results give us an impression
of the overall performance of the three classification schemes. It is clear that actor
types in none of the schemes can be fully explained by the organizational background
characteristics of the groups. The respective HHI scores for the three schemes are:
INTEREURO= 0.44; Interarena= 0.50; Transparency Register= 0.53, which is
considerably lower than the maximum HHI concentration score of 1, where all
actors of a given actor type fall within the same cluster.6 These figures indicate that
the degree of concentration in the INTEREURO scheme is somewhat lower than in
the two other classification schemes. However, it must be stressed that differences in
these HHI scores are marginal and represent small differences in the concentration
of the actor types examined here. Moreover, as noted above, Interarena was
expected to out-perform the INTEREURO scheme in the kind of analysis conducted
here if only because it approaches the task of classification from a group’s organi-
zational characteristics.

Conclusions

The central aim of this article was to provide an empirically derived footing for
defining and classifying interest organizations. Current scholarship tends to speak at
cross purposes, not only employing a broad range of sometimes competing concepts
for what is essentially the same thing, but also using different classification schemes.
For large-N analysis, this lack of a common approach and a common vocabulary may
create challenges for the accumulation of knowledge, and, according to some
scholars, has even led to the marginalization of interest group scholarship more
broadly speaking.

Rather than proposing a new classification scheme or definition of interest groups,
this analysis examined how various interest group actors differ with respect to four
essential background characteristics – membership structure, level of mobilization,
number of staff and financial resources. Our analysis centered on a comparison of
three different classification schemes: INTEREURO, Interarena and the Transpar-
ency Register. Proceeding in two stages, we first examined how actors cluster based
on four background characteristics, and second we assessed clustering across
the different classification schemes. A central finding presented above was the
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considerable degree of similarity in clustering between the INTEREURO and Interarena
schemes especially with regard to business associations and professional/occupa-
tional associations. Differences with regard to the Transparency Register support
concerns about its lack of reliability, highlighting not only its incompleteness but also
issues arising from groups wrongly classifying themselves in terms of type (ALTER-
EU, 2009). On balance, our findings suggest that the link between organizational
background characteristics and actor type is similar in all three classification schemes.
The overall HHI values for the three schemes do not differ substantially, and the
smaller differences between schemes are likely a function of the different rationales
underlying the classification of actors in the schemes. For instance, the degree of
coherence between group type and organizational background characteristics was
higher in Interarena, which uses an organizational concept of interest groups, than in
INTEREURO, which uses a behavioral definition of interest groups.

The most important result here is unquestionably the substantial amount of
variation identified in the organizational background characteristics of actors of the
same actor type. Such variation is quite substantial for a high number of actor types
regardless of which classification scheme we examine. As already mentioned, this
does not falsify a given classification scheme as group type depends on the nature of
the substantive interests represented (that is, an employee union represents employ-
ees). However, what our analysis underlines is that some of the long-held assump-
tions about interest group types that are dominant in the literature may not hold. Our
findings cast doubt on research that assumes that there is a link between interest
group type and certain background characteristics such as resources. Business
dominance is, for example, often explained with the assumption that such groups
possess superior resources even if our study documents that there is high divergence
in the background characteristics of business groups. We see that even if there are
some overall differences between some of these group types as far as background
characteristics are concerned, in line with what one might expect there is substantial
variation within them in these background characteristics as well. Moreover, we find
interesting differences in how homogeneous different group types are with respect to
key background characteristics. Some group types have considerably more organiza-
tional features in common than others that are much more diverse.

Overall, our cluster analysis and descriptive statistics make clear that such
assumptions obfuscate real world differences within similar actor types. This also
means that concerns about unequal representation and undue influence should not be
based on studies of group types only. Biased access or influence is not merely a
reflection of the lack of diversity of actors mobilizing on certain issues. Instead, it
might also be a function of similarly resourced but substantively different types of
groups. This opens up new questions for scholars addressing these issues and the
substantial amount of variation in crucial background characteristics within a given
group type requires that additional actor characteristics are taken into account in
order to evaluate the normative implications of such findings.
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Notes

1 Some of the authors within this category require that membership organizations also seek to influence
policy in order to be classified as interest groups.

2 For alternative classification schemes used in recent research, see also Dür and Mateo (2012), Beyers
and Kerremans (2007), Gray and Lowery (1996), Bouwen (2004).

3 European Voice, Agence Europe, Euractiv, Frankfurter AlgemeineZeitung, Le Monde and the Financial
Times.

4 The project also mapped which actors participated in Commission consultations, in instances where a
consultation took place. A large share of these actors are national and we therefore exclude them from
the current sample. Such national actors are difficult to find in the Transparency Register. Including a
large share of actors missing from the Register would be problematic because we are specifically
interested in making comparisons with the Transparency Register group classification scheme and
we also rely on this register for obtaining some of the crucial group background characteristics.

5 We exclude actor categories with only one actor from these calculations since they will also be perfectly
‘concentrated’.

6 These scores are calculated excluding the category of non-registered actors in the Transparency
classification scheme and the non-classified actors in the Interarena scheme (that is, the Interarena
non-interest groups).
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