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Abstract
In this study we test whether interest organizations that are confrontational towards EU institutions are less
successful than their more cooperative counterparts in obtaining funding from the European Commission
(EC). The transfer of public funds to interest organizations is a key dynamic in state-civil society relation-
ships. Research shows that organizations, especially public groups, often heavily rely on public funds to the
point that, without funds, many would cease to exist. ‘Don’t bite the hand that feeds you’ is thus a popular
expression among leaders of organizations who apply for funds. Scholars document a widespread perception
among group leaders that a confrontational attitude towards the state can lead to curtail of public funds. This
perception is based on the assumption that state institutions use public funding to discipline confrontational
interest organizations. We test this assumption using quantitative and qualitative data collected from a survey
of 270 interest organizations who applied for EC funding between 2015 and 2018. Our findings suggest that,
while almost half of our survey respondents feel that critical attitudes towards the EU would have negative
consequences for their funding applications, empirically, confrontational and cooperative organizations have
the same chances of obtaining EC grants. This finding is robust across different interest organization cate-
gories, including when non-applicants and mortality anxiety are considered in the analysis. The results add a
new layer to resource dependency theory pointing at the incongruence between an organization’s perception
of its relationship with public institutions and the observation of that relationship.

Keywords: interest organizations; resource dependency; public funding; European Union; European Commission

Introduction
Do governments ‘punish’ interest organizations1 that are confrontational with institutions by with-
holding them from public funding? Scholars studying sources of income of civil society organiza-
tions claim that, yes, donors prioritize moderate organizations, who do not critically engage with
funders. This is particularly relevant for, firstly, private foundations who allocate resources to mod-
erate organizations in order to ‘prevent or reduce radical mobilization’ (Haines, 1984). Secondly, it
has been argued that the same logic applies to governments as public donors. According to the
‘paradigm of conflict’ thesis (Salamon, 2002), governments, on the one hand, are reluctant to fund
interest organizations if the latter are confrontational towards its institutions. On the other hand,
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1We rely on a behavioural definition of interest organizations, which includes all organizations which have a political inter-
est, but do not seek office (Beyers et al., 2008; Baroni et al., 2014). This includes NGOs, firms, business associations, labour
unions, professional organizations, and think tanks.
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confrontational organizations are reluctant to receive public funding, fearing that subsidies – tied to
specific criteria – will threaten organizational autonomy (Chaves et al., 2004).

These expectations are based on the empirical observation collected in interviews with Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO) leaders, who have indicated to be reluctant to ‘bite the hand
that feeds them’ (Bass et al., 2007; Onyx et al., 2008) and are even fearful that future funding might
be compromised if a critical stance towards government is taken (Chaves et al., 2004; Mosley, 2012).
The key question we ask is whether this fear is justified. Are interest organizations that are confron-
tational in their advocacy activity towards government institutions indeed less successful in obtain-
ing public funds than groups which are less critical or even cooperative with the government that
funds them? Research conducted so far collects perceptions and experiences of funded organizations
with public donors, with an exclusive focus on NGOs (neglecting other funded group types).
Surprisingly, however, there is no research which explores the causal mechanism which links group
attitudes towards the state to the obtainment of public funds. We argue that this is a relevant ques-
tion, given that resource dependency theory (Chaves et al., 2004; Brown and Troutt, 2004; Onyx
et al., 2008; Mosley, 2012; Bloodgood and Tremblay-Boire, 2017), on which this study is built,
assumes that such a link exists, without however exploring it empirically and quantitatively.

In this paper we therefore, for the first time, test whether more confrontational interest organiza-
tions are less successful in grant applications than cooperative ones. We hereby propose three (com-
peting) hypotheses. First, in light of the concerns vocalized by NGO leaders about the effect of interest
organization attitudes, we hypothesize that obtaining public funding is indeed less likely for groups
which have amore critical advocacy attitude towards government institutions. Second, as an alternative
hypothesis, we test whether there is no relationship between the positions interest organizations take
and their success in grant applications. Third, we consider whether the association between attitudes
and grant success applies to some groups only, such as NGOs, which are more likely to suffer from
resource dependency as opposed to other organizational types (Hanegraaff et al., 2016).

We test these hypotheses in the European Union (EU), where the donor is the European
Commission (EC), and the funding applicants are politically active interest organizations at
the EU level. The EU is the largest donor of interest organizations in the world, which makes
it an ideal case for the study of the determinants and the effects of funding on interest organiza-
tional behaviour (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011; Bloodgood and Tremblay-Boire, 2017; Persson
and Edholm, 2018; Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020; Crepaz et al., 2021). Yet, so far there has been
limited research on this issue in the EU (but see Sanchez-Salgado, 2014; Bloodgood and Tremblay-
Boire, 2017), as most of the work relates to public subsidies in North America (Chaves et al., 2004;
Brown and Troutt, 2004; Onyx et al., 2008; Suárez, 2011; Mosley, 2012).

To tap into this gap, we conducted an extensive survey among a random sample of interest
organizations listed in the EU Transparency Register (N= 458). We asked the leaders of these
organizations whether they applied for funding between 2015 and 2018, and if so, whether their
(at the time) most recent application was successful or not. Our analysis relies on both quantitative
and qualitative evidence. First, we provide interpretative data provided by the respondents in open
ended questions on the link between the success in grant applications and the attitude organiza-
tions have towards European Union institutions. Then, we complement this analysis with multiple
regressions where we explain success rates in grant applications through attitudes towards the EU.
Combined, our analysis allows us to empirically link attitudes to grant application success in
the EU.

Our paper contributes to several debates. First, we directly contribute to the literature on civil
society organizations’ resource dependency from funds. While there is an abundance of literature
focussing on the response of groups to the potential to be excluded from funding (Chaves et al.,
2004; Bass et al., 2007; Onyx et al., 2008), in purveying the literature we did not find any study
systematically analysing to which extent this fear is empirically justified. Second, we contribute to
the literature on interest organizations. This literature focuses mostly on ways in which interest
organizations seek to influence government decisions (Bouwen, 2004; Dür et al., 2015; Rasmussen
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et al., 2018) but pays less attention to the reverse effect: how governments try to control interest
organizations. While public funding is recognized, in the government’s toolbox, as a tool to mould
civil society (Mahoney, 2004), little is known about the extent to which state-interest organiza-
tional relationships matter for the distribution of public funds. With our paper we aim to provide a
first step into this direction, by exploring whether confrontational advocacy relationships under-
mine public funding.

In what follows, we first provide an overview of the literature regarding the effect of state sub-
sidies for the activities of interest organizations. We hereby identify some important lacunas in the
literature. Next, we provide a set of three hypotheses to fill these gaps. In the section thereafter we
present our research design. In our empirical analysis we combine quantitative analyses with qual-
itative findings provided by our respondents. In the conclusion we summarize the main findings
and provide avenues for future research.

State of the art: the effect of public funds on interest organizations’ political activities

Interest groups are critical intermediates between constituents and policymakers (Rasmussen
et al., 2018). They provide essential information to politicians and civil servants in between elec-
tions (Bouwen, 2004), they support policymakers in public and political debates (Dür et al., 2015),
and they monitor political developments for citizens and businesses (Nownes, 2006). Yet, interest
organizations are not neutral transmission belts (Rasmussen et al., 2018). While some collectively
organize to represent economic sectors and professions, other mobilize around specific causes,
solidly grounded in beliefs and world views (Leech, 2006).

The representation and transmission of interests into the black box of politics is not a neutral
process either. Wealthy organizations, often representing business and economic interests, have
an advantage as far as lobbying policymakers and advocacy is concerned, specifically, because it is
easier for them to overcome collective action problems and survive as organizations (Berkhout
et al., 2018). As such, in the population of interest organizations, wealthier and business organ-
izations tend to be overrepresented. To assure a more balanced community of interest organiza-
tions, and to support the emergence of a diverse civil society, governments provide subsides to
interest organizations. Neopluralists described this as a government tool in the hands of the state
to level the playing field for interest organizations (Lowery and Gray, 2004). Associative democ-
racy scholars interpret this as a way by government to support representation of underrepresented
segments of society, whose voices are threatened to remain unheard if organizations seeking to
represent them are not financially supported (Cohen and Rogers, 1995). Either way, the principle
behind public funding of interest organizations is that not only the strongest may survive but also
groups which find it more difficult to attract private funds (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011).

Countries vary in terms of how generous in their funding schemes are (Wang, 2006). Most
Western-European countries as well as the European Commission provide billions of Euros sup-
porting various types of interest organizations (Keijzer and Spierings, 2011). While this is benefi-
cial for many of the receiving organizations, as this guarantees maintenance of the organization’s
activities and ultimately survival, it also generates a dependency of interest organizations from the
state (Fraussen, 2014; Heylen et al., 2018). Research shows that funded organizations – even in
OECD countries – would not survive if funding was eliminated. Public funds are by far the largest
source of income civil society organizations rely on (Wang, 2006). This resource dependency from
the state has been described as having negative effects on the organizations’ activities in at least
two ways. First, once funding is obtained, an organization may decide to channel its activities into
grant writing rather than constituency work or service provision, because this increases the chan-
ces of organizational survival (Mosley, 2012). Secondly, obtaining funding may reduce organiza-
tional autonomy, in a way that organizations, fearing to lose future funding, align with the
positions and the agenda of the state rather than with those of their constituents (Brown and
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Troutt, 2004; Chaves et al., 2004). In other words, it may lead interest organizations to become less
critical of government policy because of fear of repercussions.

Many interest organization leaders indeed indicate that they fear such repercussions. NGO
leaders indicate to be reluctant to ‘bite the hand that feeds them’ (Bass et al., 2007; Onyx
et al., 2008). Organizations without government funding fear that funding in the future may
be compromised if they take on too critical stances towards the governments that support them
(Anheier et al., 1997; Chaves et al., 2004). Even if actual instances of retaliation are rarely reported,
NGO staff have sometimes declared examples of punishment (Chaves et al., 2004). Hence, non-
profits frequently remain reluctant to even ‘engage government directly lest they anger govern-
ment officials and jeopardize their contracts’ (Smith, 2003, 40).

The question is: is this a legitimate fear? Do governments use public funding to obstruct certain
voices and empower others? The only answers we have to this question, thus far, stem from studies
focussing on funding success in non-democratic states and studies related to NGO funding by
private donors. In both instances, attitudes matter (a lot) for grant application success. First,
in many autocratic or hybrid political systems, states build higher barriers for unwelcomed groups
to make the obtainment of funding more difficult and even impossible (Dupuy et al., 2015). Elites
in power in these systems ‘usually have a broad network of influence, which can effectively cut off
domestic groups that are working against their interests’ and this includes access to domestic
funding (Parks, 2008, 219). This is why international donations are widespread. For the same rea-
son, however, these can be perceived as acts of interference by foreign countries which need to be
regulated and limited (Henderson, 2002). For example, Russian authorities require that NGOs
report political activities and receipts of foreign money (Dupuy et al., 2016). As far as private
donors are concerned, we know they are very selective of who gets funded and select projects
and organizations which are in line with the donor’s agenda (Haines, 1984).

With this in mind, we still do not know whether public donors in democratic systems have
comparable approaches in funding organizations. While there are certainly episodes of govern-
ments introducing policies to constrain civil society organizations because of public criticism or
partisan reasons (Leech, 2006), the extent to which funding is used as a tool to discipline and
moderate confrontational behaviour is far less clear.

Most of the existing research focussing on the study of the effects of funding on organizational
behaviour notices that organizations that are heavily dependent on public funding tend to have a
more ‘state-oriented behaviour’ (Anheier et al., 1997; Brown and Troutt, 2004; Mosley, 2012). This
is evident in studies which show how publicly funded organizations deviate from advocacy
because of fear to put their access to future funding at risk (Bass et al., 2007; Onyx et al.,
2008; Mosley, 2012). Sometimes, this is even explicitly expressed in regulation which caps the legal
time spent on advocacy if public funding has been obtained (Leech, 2006). However, the extent to
which funding is allocated to organizations because of their moderate, rather than confrontational,
behaviour remains an untested assumption.

In the next section we argue that there are three potential answers to this question.

Hypotheses: attitudes and grant application success

In this section we provide three hypotheses regarding the relationship between the attitude of
organizations towards EU institutions and the success these organizations have in obtaining
European Commission (EC) funding. We refrain from prioritizing one hypothesis over the other,
because a) of the lack of prior studies to build on; and b) because we think each of the hypotheses
are logically derived and may apply to our case. Rather, we opted to present them as competing
hypotheses, which need empirical verification.

The first hypothesis states that attitudesmatter in the obtainment of public funding. This relies
on the assumption, based in resource dependence theory, that governments exercise control over
civil society organizations by managing the organizations’ access to financial resources (Mahoney,
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2004). With this idea in mind, NGOs who rely on public funding for survival need to be respon-
sive to financially powerful actors, otherwise they will cease to exist (Mosley, 2012; Mitchell, 2012).
In return for financial aid, states expect from civil society organizations that they will deliver the
essential services they have been tasked with, including the implementation of government policy
(Anheier et al., 1997; Brown and Troutt, 2004; Sanchez-Salgado, 2010; Neumayr et al., 2015).
From the government’s perspective, it is hence essential for the success of this process that state
institutions do not engage with civil society organizations that are confrontational towards gov-
ernment policy, since this may cause disruption in the implementation of policy and service deliv-
ery. One of the ways in which states can exercise control over the above process is by denying
funding to organizations that are critical and confrontational in their advocacy activities. In doing
so, public donors guarantee that only those organizations that are in line with the policy agenda
and its direction will be carrying out publicly funded projects and services.

If this view is correct, we should see that organizations which are more critical of the function-
ing of the EU are less successful in grant applications. The European Commission has previously
stated that among the objectives of its grants programme, the development of a European civil
society plays a key role (European Commission, 2001). The EC funds projects and organizations
which support the promotion of a European identity and European integration (Mahoney and
Beckstrand, 2011). Based on what has been discussed above, one would then expect that organ-
izations that are critical of European institutions and its policies will be less likely to obtain funds.
Hypothesis 1 therefore states that:

H1: The more confrontational attitude interest organizations have towards the EU, the lower
their chance to obtain a grant.

The rival hypothesis states that there is no relationship between the attitude of interest organ-
izations and the success in funding applications. There are three main arguments for why the
attitude of organizations may not matter. First, it can be beneficial for policymakers if the interest
organization population holds many different views. Policymakers need to know what constitu-
ents are thinking to make sure there is public support for policies proposed by its government.
This mechanism is particularly important for EU institutions, which have been previously accused
of democratic deficit (Follesdal and Hix, 2006). In the absence of a strong mechanism of input
legitimacy based on, for example, pan-EU elections and the direct election of the Commission’s
presidency, EU institutions have tried to make up for the democratic deficit by supporting an
active interest organization community capable of acting as a transmission belt between EU insti-
tutions and European voters (Greenwood, 2017). If the EC was purposely funding only moderate
interest organizations, this would bias the European interest organization system in a way that is
not reflective and representative of European public opinion. For example, if Euroscepticism was
widespread among European voters, but the EC funded only Euro-friendly interest organizations,
in the long run, the democratic mechanism of interest representation would be biased. This may
result in poor input but also a lack of output legitimacy. In other words, it may be that policy-
makers prefer to hear critical voices via interest organizations upfront, rather than dealing with the
consequences at a later stage.

Second, even if policymakers intend to use subsidies to moderate the positions of interest
organizations, this does not mean that they would succeed in doing so. On the one hand, the
capacity of the EC, with its relatively small bureaucracy, to screen funded projects and interest
organizations is limited (Sanchez-Salgado, 2014). On the other hand, interest organizations adapt
to funding schemes and may ‘hide’ any controversial claims or objectives in order to maximize
their chances of obtaining funds. As such, the capacity to locate who is critical and who is not may
simply be too difficult to effectively implement. After all, research on lobbying access already sug-
gests that confrontational advocacy does not necessarily inhibit interest organizations’ access to
policymaking (Crepaz et al., 2021).2 If policymakers struggle or simply do not filter out
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confrontational organizations from policymaking, why would they do so for the allocation of pub-
lic funds? To illustrate this better, one should consider that the most important objective of the EC
funding scheme is to fund organizations which would otherwise not survive. Research however
shows that wealthier and more professionalized organizations still retrieve most of the funds
(Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020). Similarly, funding insiders, that is organizations whose grant
applications have been successful, are more likely to be successful in new funding applications
(Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020). These findings show that the EC funding mechanism falls short
of its objectives. And if the objective of promoting to level the playing field for interest organi-
zations through the redistribution of resources is not met, it is plausible to assume that the objec-
tive of moderating positions (if that is one) will equally be missed.

A third and final reason relates to the high complexity of the EU’s governance structure
(Sanchez-Salgado, 2014). The fact that political actors on the receiving end of advocacy and fund-
ing evaluation are not the same, may neutralize the potential negative or positive impact of col-
laborative and confrontational advocacy. This differs from, for example, local government
institutions where funding allocation and policymaking structures may overlap and political
actors would therefore have the capacity to discipline interest organizations through access to
funding. At the EU level, however, with this separation in mind, it should not be feasible for
the EC to use this tool to discipline interest organizations. Overall, this means that:

H2: There is no effect of the attitude towards the EU of interest organizations on their chance
to obtain a grant.3

Finally, it may also be that attitudes only matter for some types of organizations that request
funding. The majority of the literature regarding the link between funding and interest organiza-
tional political activity focuses on NGOs. In line with a behavioural definition of interest organ-
izations, we include a much broader focus, most importantly by including business associations
and firms applying for EC grants as well (Baroni et al., 2014). We do not want our findings to be
driven by one type of organization as we want to speak to the extant literature, which has a focus
on NGOs only. We will therefore test the effect of organizational attitudes on grant application
success for NGOs and business groups separately.

Moreover, and more importantly, there are also good theoretical reasons why NGOs may be
‘punished’ harder for voicing a more critical position compared to business groups. That is, NGOs
may be more frequently associated to critical advocacy towards government. This relates to the
fact that their existence is anchored to a cause or an ideology, that is, an objective which is more
likely to, at some point, clash with government policy. Sanchez-Salgado (2014, 349) argues in this
regard that ‘[t]here are : : : many cases in which NGOs, such as the platform of social NGOs, have
been very critical of the position of the Commission, using slogans such as “Mr Barroso, you killed
the European dream!” (Armstrong, 2010, 109). Moreover, certain NGOs have filed complaints
against the Commission before the Court of Justice of the EU for a lack of transparency’.
Policymakers may anticipate such attitudes and hold NGO funding applications to a different
standard compared to business organizations. For instance, it may be that NGOs are screened
more on their advocacy positions than business organizations and – consequently – are punished
more often for all too radical positions vis-à-vis the European Union. We therefore also include a

2AlthoughWoll (2012) suggests that confrontational lobbying is less typical in the EU (compared to the US) and has shown
to sometimes backfire and produce undesired outcomes for interest groups.

3One may argue that a positive association between confrontational attitudes and grant success could exist. First, confron-
tational advocacy may help organizations increase the visibility of campaigns and improve the likelihood of obtaining funding
to support them. Confrontation may also signal urgency to government institutions which should be more likely to react to
such requests. While plausible, we do not believe this relationship to be frequent and significant in statistical terms. As seen in
our analysis, our data does not indicate the existence of such a relationship. It may, however, appear in exceptional circum-
stances and represent an outlier case. Hence, we recommend investigating this relationship using a case study approach.

320 Michele Crepaz and Marcel Hanegraaff

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000145 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1755773922000145


conditional hypothesis where only critical NGOs are less likely to receive public funding while this
does not apply to business groups:

H3: The more confrontational attitudes NGOs have towards the EU, the lower their chance to
obtain a grant. There is no effect of the attitude towards the EU of business groups on their
chance to obtain a grant.

Research design

For our analysis we rely on an original survey among interest organizations listed in the
Transparency Register (TR)4 in two waves. It is a requirement for organizations wishing to lobby
the EU to disclose having received EU grants. This dataset includes more than 12,500 organiza-
tions, with approximately 2,500 having declared EU funds. In addition, the remaining organiza-
tions have either not applied for funding or have applied but did obtain funding. We base our
sampling on these three groups, which allows us to understand if groups applied for a grant,
and whether they were successful or not. For both waves we drew a random sample of 750 organ-
izations from the TR. In doing so, we oversample funded organizations by a 2 to 1 factor, since
funded organizations account for only 20% of the total number of organizations in the TR (oth-
erwise this may have left us with few funded organizations in our data). The organizations
included in the sample vary substantially across types and origins of the interest organizations
(we count Europeanized business associations, firms from the USA, German labour unions
and research organizations from Belgium, to name a few). In total we sent out surveys to
1,500 organizations (750 wave 1; 750 wave 2). The response rates were 42.4% in 2016 and
21.2% in 2018.

For all organizations, contact details were gathered for the director of the organization or the
officer responsible for public affairs and/or communication. The survey contains various ques-
tions related to EU grant applications (see online Appendix 6 for an overview of all questions
in the survey). That is, we asked them whether they applied – and if so – were awarded a grant
provided by the European Commission over the past year (for an extensive description of the EU
funding system, see online Appendix 1 in supplemental material). In addition, we also asked sev-
eral questions related to their advocacy efforts and a host of organizational characteristics.
Importantly, to the second survey wave, in addition to the original questions that were asked dur-
ing the first wave, we added open ended questions about the relationship between a group’s atti-
tude towards EU institutions and funding. The combination of these sources allows us to provide a
quantitative analysis complemented by interpretative data about the perceptions that link atti-
tudes to grant obtainment. A summary of the variables employed in the analysis is found in
the online Appendix 2.

We asked whether the organizations have applied for funding since the start of 2015. 270
respondents declared that their organization had applied for EU funds since 2015, while 188
declared not to have done so. Since our dependent variable relates to the success of the application,
we focus on the former organizations5 and ask organizations about the success and failure of their
applications (‘Was your organizations’ application for funding successful/unsuccessful?’). We find
that 195 were successful (we code these as 1), while 75 were unsuccessful (we code these as 0). This
serves as our dependent variable: the success of grant applications by EU interest organizations.

4See https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/homePage.do (Last accessed March 29, 2022)
5We drop organizations that did not apply for grants from our analysis since we are interested in explaining application

success. We therefore focus on a subset of 270 organizations out of our total of 458 survey respondents. One may argue that
confrontational organizations are less likely to apply for grants and that this may bias our results. We address this potential
bias in the robustness check section.
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Our independent variable is the attitude organizations have in their advocacy towards the
European Union. More specifically, as part of a larger battery of questions concerning advocacy
at the EU level, we asked the organizational leaders and public affairs departments to evaluate, on
a scale from 1 to 10, their attitude towards two EU institutions, the European Parliament and the
European Commission, whereby 1 meant very cooperative and 10 meant highly confrontational.
As the answers were highly correlated (r= 0.76; P= 0.00***), we provide one indicator summa-
rizing the overall attitude of groups towards the EU.6 We believe this captures self-reported atti-
tudes in a fairly accurate way.7 We do however acknowledge some limitations. Our measure does
not allow us to capture the target of the cooperative or confrontational advocacy attitude. While a
reported confrontational attitude may indicate a critical stance towards a specific policy, it may
also reflect a broader opposition towards, for example, EU integration and or treaty ratification.
Unfortunately, we cannot test for this detail in our data. However, our measure of attitudes cap-
tures a broad variation of confrontational attitudes and, as seen in the analysis, even most critical
organizations get funding. We are therefore not concerned about our measure’s shortcoming.
Nevertheless, we entrust future scholarship with the task of accounting for such relevant nuances.

To test H3, we construct an interaction between organizational type and attitude. In the survey
we asked organizations to self-identify as business association, professional organization, NGOs or
citizen group, labour union, research institute and firm. We combine these six categories into a
simplified distinction between NGOs, business groups, and a rest category, in line with previous
interest organizations literature (Dür et al., 2015). The rest category includes professional asso-
ciations, labour union, and research institutions.

In the analyses we control for a set of alternative explanations. First, we control for financial
resources, which are shown to determine an organization’s ability to successfully obtain EU fund-
ing (Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020). We asked respondents to indicate the budget of the organi-
zation in 10 categories ranging from ‘less than €100,000’ to ‘more than €1 bn’. For similar reasons,
we control for the level of organizational complexity (Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020). We included
indicators of organizational complexity in our survey (specifically, if the responding organization
had a board of directors, a secretariat, a financial department, a public affairs or communication
department) and created an additive index ranging from 0 (meaning low organizational complex-
ity) to 6 (meaning high organizational complexity). We also control for whether organizations
applied as part of a consortium, because previous research has found a weak statistical correlation
between consortium applications and success in obtaining a grant (Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020).
Third, to account for the previous success in grant applications we asked the surveyed organiza-
tions to evaluate the success rate of their applications during the past five years (ordinal scale of
five categories). Past success rate is a strong predictor of application success, as both experience
and track record matter in funding allocation (Suarez, 2011; Crepaz and Hanegraaff, 2020).
Fourth, we are controlling for the importance of the funding for each organization’s survival.
For many organizations, the obtainment of funding from public donors is vital (Chaves et al.,
2004; Sanchez-Salgado, 2014). Organizations that need funding should hence be more likely to
put more effort and resources into the application process than interest organizations that do
not count on external funding for the conduction of their activities. We therefore asked organi-
zation to ‘evaluate the importance of the grant for the sustainability of their organization’ and
included the answers (ordinal from ‘not important at all’ to ‘extremely important’) in our analysis.
Fifth, we control for the share of the application’s budget reserved for advocacy purposes. It may

6As the effect of attitudes may not be linear and continuous, we replicate our analysis using first a dichotomous (coopera-
tive/confrontation), then ordinal (cooperative/moderate/confrontational) variable transformation of attitudes. Online
Appendix 3 shows that our results do not differ, nor are ‘moderate’ groups more likely to obtain funding compared to coop-
erative or confrontational ones.

7We acknowledge that organizations may over- or underestimate attitudes, yet, at the same time, we have no reasons to
believe there are strong incentives in an anonymous survey to willingly misrepresent an organization’s stance on this topic.
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be that groups, which ask for resources to do lobby work, are more monitored for the type of
attitude they have and that this might impact their likelihood of receiving a grant (Leech,
2006). Sixth, another potential source of bias we control for relates to the Europeanization of inter-
est organizations and their geographical origin (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011; Sanchez-Salgado,
2010). In general, ‘the Commission tends to reach out to European civil society and specifically to
Euro groups’ (Mazey and Richardson, 2006, 228; Sanchez-Salgado, 2014, 345). Finally, organiza-
tions originating from EU− 15 member states are also more likely to obtain funding compared to
member states of Eastern Europe (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011). This is because civil society
might be ‘so weak in some countries that the organizations do not have the resources to even
develop a proposal, or a proposal that is competitive enough against older, better-resourced,
western-based organizations’ (Mahoney and Beckstrand, 2011, 1354). We asked organizations
to indicate their country of origin and whether they have members/clients in multiple member
states of the EU. Based on the answers, we constructed dichotomous variables for ‘Pan-European
organizations’ and groups based in ‘EU− 15 member states’.

Results
We present two sets of data analysis. First, based on qualitative data from 60 interest organization
leaders, we analyse the perceptions of these organizational representatives about the relationship
between attitudes and success in obtaining EC grants. This establishes whether organizational
leaders fear being punished for having a confrontational attitude. In the second part, we run a
multivariate analysis based on the actual ability of 270 respondent organizations to acquire
EU funding. This way we test whether more confrontational organizations are (indeed) statisti-
cally less likely to obtain funding from the European Commission compared to more cooperative
organizations.

Qualitative illustration: do respondents fear repercussions for their confrontational attitude?

In the survey we asked participants whether they thought that a confrontational or cooperative
advocacy attitude had a negative or positive effect on grant applications. In presenting the
answers, we make a distinction between different organizational categories, namely NGOs, busi-
ness organizations, and a residual category including labour, professional organizations and
research institutes. As seen in Figure 1, almost half of the NGOs, just over 40 percent of the busi-
ness groups, and 46 percent of the other organizations indicate that they believe that attitudes play
a role in grant obtainment. This finding supports earlier accounts of studies where interest orga-
nization leaders express the same perspective (Anheier et al., 1997; Chaves et al., 2004; Bass et al.,
2007; Onyx et al., 2008). While most of these studies stem from the North American context, these
results show that this is also a common perception among organizational leaders operating at the
EU level.

To collect further evidence, we integrated the above question with an open question on why
they think attitudes matter for grant applications. Some organizations stated that the conforma-
tion with EU objectives is part of the application procedure. For instance, one respondent indi-
cated that ‘participation in EU funded projects by definition requires having a positive, pro-
European attitude and complying with EU values and objectives. Moreover, our organization’s
objectives are aligned with EU objectives, and this is also reflected in every project we submit
to the EU for funding’. A second one stated that ‘the level of engagement towards the achievement
of EU policy objectives is an important factor’. A third respondent stated that ‘if you are in line
with their ideas [refers to EU bodies] you have more chances to get the grants awarded’. In a final
example, one respondent stated that ‘feeling positively about the EU makes the task [refers to
application process] easier’.
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In total, 46 percent of the respondents indicated that attitudes matter. These statements align
with more quantitative evidence suggesting that the alignment with EU objectives is perceived as
one of the ‘top three reasons’ for application success for 52 percent of the funded organizations we
surveyed. However, it might well be that these organizations believe attitudes to matter, without
having based this perception on any empirical observation, that is, actual retaliation. This is
because they themselves have a cooperative attitude towards the EU. In fact, 74 percent of the
surveyed organizations declare to have very cooperative to fairly cooperative attitudes towards
EU institutions. In these instances, organizational leaders indicate that the organizational objec-
tives are closely aligned to EU objectives. Yet, they do indicate that if this was not the case, it would
dampen their success rate. For instance, a respondent of an interest organization which has suc-
cessfully applied for EU funding and declares overall cooperative attitudes towards EU institutions
indicates: ‘Only in aligned objectives where we differ from EU views applications could be harder
– we align strongly however so little conflict in aims’. This statement aligns with the findings in
Chaves et al. (2004) who report that groups anticipate a rejection by not asking for funds in areas
where they believe confrontation would be a disadvantage.

However, not all organizations participating in our survey agree that their attitude matters for
application success. As shown in Figure 1, themajority of our respondents still perceived attitudes
as ‘entirely unrelated’ to grant application success. Most frequently, respondents express that EU
officials are professional and transparent, that the expert evaluation process is independent and
‘does not factor attitude’ into the decision-making procedures. For instance, one respondent
strongly stated that only professional characteristics are used in the evaluation criteria: ‘We believe
that the assessment of proposals has nothing to do with the organizations’ attitude. It is the fea-
sibility, potential, and benefits of the project that are being judged by the EU’s experts’. Another
argument for why attitude does not matter relates to the division of labour in the European Union.
As much lobbying in the EU is inside lobbying (Dür et al., 2015), any confrontational attitude of
an interest organization in advocacy would only be noticed by policymakers working in the
Commission or the Parliament (as these are the target audience of most lobbyist). These, however,
are not the people evaluating interest organizational proposals for funding. As discussed in rela-
tion to H2, in the EU ‘the debates with the members of Parliament and Commission staff have no
direct link with experts evaluating the project proposals’.

Figure 1. Do organisations think that attitude towards EU institutions affects success in grant application, by different
types of groups (Business, NGO, Other)
Note: based on question in survey: “Do you think the attitude of your organization towards the European Union affects the
success rate of your applications for funding?”
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Finally, it is also not the case that only groups, which are cooperative to begin with, think that
attitude does not matter for grant application success. Also, several interest organizations which
have displayed a critical stance towards the EU indicate that it did not matter for a successful grant
application. These quotes nicely illustrate this point. Firstly, ‘I haven‘t seen any sign that our some-
times very strong advocacy would change the attitude [towards us]’, and secondly ‘why should it
be the case [that attitudes determine application success]? We are critical enough, but eager to seek
for compromise’.

Overall, the evidence is split. These illustrations provide both strong arguments in support and
against the expectations that a link between attitudes and grant application success exists. At first
glance, the results resemble earlier studies regarding the fear of organization leaders that attitudes
matter. Almost half of the respondents indicated that attitudes matter. Moreover, it seems that
NGO leaders are slightly more worried than leaders of other organizations (Figure 1). These
are, however, only perceptions expressed by organization leaders. The question is whether these
fears empirically translate into statistically different success rates for confrontational and cooper-
ative organizations. We turn to this next.

Multivariate analysis: the effect of attitudes on grant application success

The multivariate analysis focuses on grant applications and whether groups successfully obtained
the requested grant. The dependent variable in this analysis is a dichotomous variable, indicating
success in gaining a grant (=1) and having no success in gaining a grant (=0). In total 195 of the
respondents received a grant, whereas 75 did not. To account for the nature of our data we rely on
logit regressions. Moreover, the data is hierarchical, with funding clustered by countries/EU. To
account for this, the logit regressions were conducted with random intercepts for the countries/EU
from which the interest organizations originate, using mixed-effects estimation models. Our key
independent variables are an organization’s ‘attitude’ towards the EU and its organizational type
(being either NGO, business organization, or ‘other’). We control for past success with funding
applications, the financial resources of an organization, the importance of the grant for an organ-
ization’s survival, the share of the requested grant geared towards advocacy purposes, the level of
organizational complexity, whether the organization applied as part of a consortium, whether the
organization stems from an EU− 15 country, and, finally, whether the organization is an EU-level
organization (as opposed to nationally based). The results are presented in Table 1. Both model
specifications pass post-estimation goodness of fit using Hosmer-Lemeshow tests and we do not
find evidence of specification error.

What are the main findings? As can be seen in Table 1, there is no consistent statistically sig-
nificant relationship between the attitudes of interest organizations towards the EU and their
chances of obtaining a grant. To highlight the exact nature of the relationship, we plotted the
predicted probability of an interest organization to obtain an EC grant, for different levels of atti-
tude. As discussed, attitudes range from 2–20, whereby a high score means that groups indicate
more confrontational attitudes towards EU institutions. A low score means organizations indi-
cated that they have a very cooperative stance towards the EU and its policies. In Figure 2,
the results are presented (based on Model 1, of Table 1).

Two things stand out when observing the predicted trend in grant application success. First, the
relationship is clearly weak, as indicated by the rather flat curve. Secondly, the relationship is not
significant as can be seen by the confidence intervals overlapping almost entirely. This indicates
that there is no relationship, even when we compare the most cooperative organizations (left end
of the figure) with the most confrontational organizations (right end of the figure). Second, the
slight increasing slope we do observe follows the opposite direction than expected. That is, while
not significant, the more confrontational groups in our sample were slightly more successful in
grant applications (not less). Again, this is not significant, so we cannot extrapolate these findings
to the population, but it does highlight that there is no effect of attitudes on grant application
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success. We therefore reject hypothesis 1, which indicated that there is a relationship between
interest organizations’ attitudes and grant application success. Rather, we accept hypothesis 2, that
there is no relationship between the attitudes of organizations and the grant application success
they have.

We however hypothesized that the effect of attitudes on the success rate of grant applications
may only apply to NGOs, not other types of organizations, because of their higher tendency to
depend on public funding for survival and their likelier engagement in confrontational advocacy.
To test this hypothesis, we added an interaction between attitude and group type: being an NGO
versus other organizational types. In Model 2 (Table 1) the results are presented. The interaction is
not significant, yet it may still be that there are significant differences across different levels in an
organization’s attitude. We plotted the marginal differences in grant success, among NGOs and
other types of interest organizations at various attitude levels. The results are presented in Figure 3.
The figure highlights whether there are any significant differences between NGOs (red base line)
and other group types (black line). As clearly seen, it does not matter whether applicants for EC
grants are NGOs or not, all have an equal chance to successfully obtain funding, most importantly,
at all attitude levels. In other words, very confrontational and very cooperative NGOs have equal
chances to see their application granted (as do other types of organizations). This rejects hypoth-
esis 3: NGOs do not face any punishment for being more critical of the EU and its policy in rela-
tion to their funding applications.

Table 1 Logit regression of the likelihood of receiving grants or not (N= 193)

Model 1 Model 2

Attitude towards EU 0.056 0.023
(0.045) (0.054)

Group type: NGO Ref. Ref.
Business 0.559 *Included in ‘other’ (below)

(0.485)
Other −0.189 0.609

(0.434) (0.753)
Experience 0.725*** 0.741***

(0.175) (0.175)
Resources 0.227** 0.224**

(0.097) (0.096)
Grant Importance 0.490*** 0.510***

(0.172) (0.171)
Project advocacy share 0.171 0.126

(0.366) (0.362)
Org. complexity −0.160 −0.167

(0.128) (0.128)
Consortium −0.117 −0.098

(0.477) (0.474)
EU -15 0.305 0.359

(0.494) (0.492)
Pan-EU −0.537 −0.454

(0.386) (0.376)
Group type*Attitude 0.065

(0.092)
Diagnostics
Constant −0.527 −0.191

(1.389) (1.421)
Country level intercept 0.000 0.000

(0.000) (0.000)
Log-likelihood −96.43 −97.19
N 193 193

Notes: The model is a mixed-effects logit regression which estimates a random intercept for all 26 countries/EU. The dichotomous dependent
variable represents whether an organization obtained a grant or not. Coefficients with standard errors in parentheses. Levels of significance
are presented, whereby: *P< 0.05; **P< 0.01; ***P< 0.001.
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Robustness checks: excluding bias and alternative explanations

To make sure our results are robust, we ran a variety of additional analyses, including some tests
which focus on alternative explanations. First, one important caveat of our analysis may be that
more critical organizations decide not to apply at all, to anticipate and avoid rejection. As

Figure 3. Marginal difference in application success, by attitude * NGO vs others
Note: based on model 2, Table 2. Confidence interval at <0.05. Application Success is dependent variable.

Figure 2. Predicted chance of application success by attitude
Note: based on model 1, Table 2. Confidence interval at <0.05. Application Success is dependent variable.
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indicated in the descriptive analysis, at least a few organizations indicated this to be the case. The
question is whether this is a generalizable trend or whether these are outlier cases. If it is part of a
trend, there may still be an effect of the attitude of organizations for grant success, yet in a more
indirect manner: that is, by not applying at all. To account for this plausible mechanism, we con-
ducted a regression analysis where the dependent variable is whether an organization indicated to
have applied for a grant between 2015 and 2018 or not (N= 458) regardless of whether such appli-
cation was successful or not. Our dependent variable therefore equals to ‘one’ if the organization
applied for funding between 2015 and 2018 and ‘zero’ if it did not. Our explanatory variable is,
again, attitude. This way we can observe whether most confrontational organizations opted out
from the application process. To ensure robust results, we control for group type, financial resour-
ces of an organization, organizational complexity, whether an organization stems from an
EU− 15 country, and whether it is a pan-European organization. As the dependent variable is
dichotomous, we rely again on logit regression. We also include random intercepts for the coun-
tries/EU from which the decision-makers originate, using mixed-effects estimation models. The
results are presented in online Appendix 4. The results indicate no statistically significant rela-
tionship between attitudes of interest organizations towards the EU and their willingness to apply
for EC funding. Regardless of whether or not groups have a critical or cooperative attitude towards
the EU, they are both equally likely to apply for funding (while controlling for relevant alternative
explanations). We therefore rule out the possibility that our main findings are biased by not
accounting for organizations that did not apply for EC grants.

Second, we also checked whether NGOs refrained from applying for funds if they are more
confrontational. To this end, we added an interaction effect between attitude and group type.
As can be seen in Appendix 4, Model 2, there is no significant relationship between this interaction
and the propensity to apply for a grant. We show marginal differences for Model 2 between NGOs
and other types of organizations in Figure A4, which suggests that there is no difference between
the group types. Only when organizations are very cooperative (values between 2 and 6), then
NGOs have a slightly higher chance to apply for an EC grant (see dotted line) compared to other
types of groups with a cooperative attitude (red base line). Yet, for more confrontational groups
(14 to 20) there is no difference at all between NGOs and other types of organizations. Moreover,
there is no difference among confrontational and cooperative NGOs in applying for a grant.
Combined, this means that there is no systematic self-selection among NGOs which are critical
of the EU in that they do not ask the EU for funding compared to other types of groups and
compared to more cooperative NGOs.

A final caveat concerns the importance of the grant for an organization’s survival. It might
be that we find no association between attitudes and grant success because groups align with
EU objectives, despite their attitudes, as they desperately need the funding. As a result, the
study of attitudes alone may not tell us the entire story, if ‘how groups adapt’ to specific calls
for funding is not considered. We assume that groups that need the funding for organizational
survival will adapt to EU goals. Hence, if resource dependency theory was true, we would
expect to find no association between attitudes and grant success, when the obtainment of
the grant is perceived as extremely or very important for the survival of the organization.
On the contrary, this association should be negative and significant, when the obtainment
of the grant is not perceived as crucial, since organizations – in the absence of dependency
from funds – can be ‘truthful’ in their behaviour. The results are presented in online
Appendix 5. We find no evidence of this mechanism, meaning that the obtainment of EC
grants for confrontational organizations does not seem to depend on whether or not they
adapt to EU objectives based on their need for funding.
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Conclusion
Based on our analysis of the determinants of EC grant applications success, it can be concluded
that attitudes towards EU institutions do not seem to matter for the obtainment of funding. While
many interest organization leaders believe that confrontation with political institutions is coun-
terproductive and will result in retaliation and curtail of funding, we nevertheless show that on
average applicants ‘can bite the hand that feeds them’ without fear of repercussions. We demon-
strate this using both qualitative and quantitative evidence drawn from a representative survey we
conducted between 2016 and 2018 with 270 organizations who applied for EC grants after 2015.
First, in our qualitative illustration it was shown that there is the belief amongst 46 percent of the
organizations participating in our study that positive attitudes towards the EU pay off for grant
application success. Based on the regression analyses conducted, we show that this is likely a false
perception. Much in line with the set of responses provided by the remaining 54 percent who did
not perceive attitudes to matter for application success, the EU does not seem to evaluate grant
applications based on the political positions of interest organizations. Our models show that this
holds true across all types of organizations, even NGOs that were expected to suffer most from
resource dependency. We consider our results to be robust as we account for self-selection bias
into the application process and for the impact of the grants’ importance in terms of organiza-
tional survival.

Our findings challenge previous scholarly research, and even some of our own recorded quali-
tative findings, that report perceptions of fear of retaliation among organizations that are afraid of
‘biting the hands that feeds them’ by taking confrontational stances. This puts resource depen-
dency theory into a new perspective highlighting that there is an incongruence between perception
and observation, at least on average and as far as the EU is concerned. In doing so, our study
contributes to much of the CSO literature that, in interviews with NGO leaders, finds evidence
of fear of government response to critical advocacy. Finally, our analysis adds another piece to the
study of EU interest organization relationships, with a perspective that considers public funding
and an interest organization’s attitudes towards public institutions. We are tempted to infer from
our results that the EU has an open and participatory approach to interest organizations, non-
interventionist when it comes to determining the policy agenda of funded organizations. After all,
it is the EC itself that declares the funds’ objective is that of balancing ‘the input of interest organ-
izations and guarantee an open participatory political system for all interests [emphasis added]’
(European Commission, 2001: 1). Of course, we cannot conclude this with certainty from this
study. More evidence and data on EU funds need to be collected to better understand the rela-
tionship between interest organizations and the political system. In particular, scholars are invited
to take a donor-side perspective (in our case, the perspective of the European Commission) which
pays more attention to factors related to government institutions, to their role and constraints as a
public funder (Mahoney, 2004).

In terms of avenues for future research, our study points, first, towards the need to fill the gap
between observational and interpretative work. In the USA, where most of the interpretative work
on resource dependency stems from, an investigation of the likelihood of grant application success
based on attitudes towards state institutions becomes essential. A similar approach can be applied
to test whether the fear of repercussions in the USA is perhaps more valid, although we expect no
strong differences. This is mostly because the USA system is also based on a clear difference
between the targets of lobby efforts and those evaluating grant applications. As discussed in this
study, this association may prove different in other contexts, for example, in local government
institutions, where structures of policymaking and grant allocation overlap.

Second, in our study we rely only on a self-reported assessment of attitudes. While we report
that survey participants found it easy to position their organization’s attitude towards EU insti-
tutions and policies, complementing this self-reported data with coded observations and alterna-
tive measures of attitudes retrieved from newspapers and/or other forms of public communication
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would represent an improvement. By measuring attitudes in media sources, one could further
validate our findings. This, more qualitative, approach would be especially helpful in understand-
ing whether some attitudes or confrontational activities are ‘a bridge too far’ for the EU. For
instance, it may well be that certain NGOs which seek a paradigm shift from EU integration
are not funded. The EC may discipline these organizations to signal the boundaries of accepted
critical engagement to other organizations. We cannot rule this out in our analysis and believe a
deviant case study would be the most appropriate approach to investigate such research questions.

An additional path for future research, which we have not accounted for, is to analyse variation
in grant success across policy fields. For instance, it may be that in policy fields where the core
values of the European Union are at stake – such as in single market, human rights, or environ-
mental issues – critical voices do get less funding. Again, this goes beyond the purpose of this
paper and the level of detail in our data.

Our findings do however have clear normative consequences. First, our results highlight that
leaders of interest organizations can voice their criticism of EU institutions, without any fear that
this may limit their survival options. We believe this weakens the argument, put forward by some
organizations, that EU funding should not be requested if a certain degree of independence is to be
maintained. Our results suggest that one can remain autonomous, at least as far as advocacy atti-
tudes are concerned, while receiving funds from the EC. We see this as a testament to the demo-
cratic values of the European Union, at least in terms of the system of EU funding. Vibrant debates
can only flourish if actors are not restricted by dependencies to public institutions. The freedom to
express unformattable positions to government institutions is among the pillars of democratic
polities. Our results highlight that the EC does not only provide lip services when proclaiming
this basic right, but actually puts money where their mouth is (or isn’t). While we realize that
getting funded is not the same as being heard, at the very least EU funds make it possible for
interest organizations to voice their opinion through advocacy without the fear of losing vital
financial support. We hope this to be a sign of a broader attitude among EU policymakers to
uphold democratic values in the European Union.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/
S1755773922000145.
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