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Chapter 14: Interest Groups  

Marcel Hanegraaff and Joost Berkhout, University of Amsterdam 

 

Abstract  

The European institutions are sometimes depicted as ‘lobbyists’ paradise’ where especially 
business interest representatives will find a favorable hearing for their wishes, concerns and 
political interests. We identify a number of unique features of the EU lobbying environment: 
narrow EU-only media environment, multilevel institutional structure and market-regulatory 
policy focus of the EU. We subsequently discuss existing academic studies into the mobilisation, 
stategies and policy influence of all organizations that attempt to influence EU decision-making. 
Due to the Transparency Register, the organizations mobilised to lobby the EU are currently 
relatively well-known, and, seemingly largely attracted to the policy areas where the EU has 
strong legal competences such as competition and market regulation. Cause groups narrowly 
target their engagement and in particular circumstances benefit from several EU funding 
schemes. The EU political opportunities are especially conducive to ‘inside lobbying’ compared 
to ‘outside lobbying’. Interest groups also strategically select the most favorable institutional 
venues for their messages. Academic studies are inconclusive regarding the relative policy 
influence of different types of interest groups. They suggest that particular issue characteristics 
such as salience in public opinion or media attention largely determine whether business interest 
representatives or other actors find their preferences attainted in public policy outcomes.  
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Introduction1 

The political scientist Robert Dahl once provokingly wondered: ‘In a system where every adult 
may vote but where knowledge, wealth, social position, access to officials and other resources 
are unequally distributed, who actually governs?’ (Dahl 1961, p. 1). Sixty years later this 
question seems especially timely for the European Union (EU). EU citizens may vote once every 
five years. In the meantime, the EU hosts around 30,000 staff working to represent interests in 
Brussels. As the EU institutions employ roughly 33,000 officials, this means that for every 

 
1 Please note that this chapter draws heavily on a book chapter by one of the authors, see: Hanegraaff (2020) 



policymaker working in Brussels, there is at least one interest representative or lobbyist. This 
ratio is substantially higher than in any other political system in the world, including Washington 
DC which is usually considered the center of the lobby universe. It may therefore be no surprise 
that there is substantial academic (e.g. Dür et al 2019), journalistic (e.g. FT, 2022) and campaign 
group (e.g. CEO, 2022) interest in the role of lobbyists in Brussels. Who is represented by 
lobbyists? What type of activities do they initiate? What is their impact on EU policymaking? In 
this chapter, we provide an overview of some of the main findings in the scholarly literature.  

To structure the chapter, we differentiate between three stages of interest group involvement in 
EU politics. The first stage is about the mobilisation of individual organizations into EU politics 
and contours of the organizational population residing in Brussels. This stage deals with the 
distribution of active interest groups in Brussels: do some groups face more obstacles to 
politically mobilize in the EU than others? On which issues do we find relatively large numbers 
of stakeholders? In the second stage interest groups decide on a strategy to pursue their political 
goals. Which strategies do lobbyists choose most frequently? And why do groups sometimes ‘go 
public’ whereas in other times prefer to engage in ‘quiet politics’ as much as possible? The third 
and final stage concerns how interest groups gain effective policy access and affect public 
policy. The key question is which groups are eventually more influential than others in the EU. 
We follow the dominant practice in contemporary behavioral studies of interest groups and use 
the term ‘interest group’ and ‘lobbyist’ to denote all organised actors attempting to influence 
public policy without aspiring to hold office.  

In the next three sections, these questions are answered based on the latest academic insights. 
Please note that a single book chapter can never exhaustively discuss the full breadth of studies 
of EU lobbying.  

Main debate and development of a subfield: Is the EU unique? 

The EU is not a “typical” political system: there is no EU public sphere, the layered institutional 
structure includes more entry points and veto players than in many national political systems and 
the substantially focussed set of policy competences at the EU level attracts a particular set of 
interests. These particularities  make the interactions in the policymaking process potentially 
different from other political systems. For lobbyists active in Brussels, it is vital to understand 
how the EU functions. For academic observers, we frequently do not know whether observations 
in the EU ‘travel’ to national contexts and vice versa, nor is there  a full agreement whether to 
theoretically rely on sui generis theory or more general concepts. We therefore discuss three 
institutional characteristics of the EU that affect interest group politics and relate them to theory 
and typology formation. 

A first characteristic is the lack of a unitary public sphere in the EU. This is important for at least 
two reasons. To start, it affects the way the EU is perceived by citizens. The EU policymaking 
process is quantitatively less extensively covered than national politics. Qualitatively, rather than 



a direct interpretation–for instance through shared media sources–of EU policymaking, the news 
is translated through 27 different media systems, all with their own unique perspective. Interest 
groups need to be aware of these mechanisms and cope with their consequences. Second, the 
fragmented nature of the news media along national outlets makes it much harder for interest 
groups to mobilise constituents in the EU than in political systems with a joined public sphere, 
where, for instance, an attention-seeking campaign may first resonate among citizens on Twitter, 
and subsequently be picked up by national press. While issues discussed in the EU do not tend to 
dominate national public discussions, it is even rarer that attention is shared across a wide range 
of Member states. This peculiar media context makes the EU ‘lobby game’ different compared to 
the lobbying in the national political systems in the member states. As further noted below, the 
‘public sphere’ deficit of the EU compared to national systems, narrows the strategic repertoire 
of citizen groups, both in terms of mobilisation and public campaigning.  

Another key difference between the EU and ‘domestic’ political systems is the multi-layered 
nature of decision-making. With 27 members, interest groups may focus on lobbying national 
authorities in charge of preparing or implementation of relevant EU-related policies, delegate 
lobby activities to EU umbrella associations, or lobby any of the EU institutions themselves; all 
of which have different competences and responsibilities. These diffuse decision-making 
procedures create access points for lobbyists, but complexity may also raise access barriers. At 
the EU level, this pattern is reflected in the relatively volatility of lobby presence. The EU lobby 
community experiences high levels of organizational turn-over with a sizeable proportion of 
‘lobby tourists’ and a smaller part of Brussels-based, long-term committed lobbyists with a 
networked, layered lobby strategy, like chess players playing on multiple boards at the same 
time. Berkhout and Lowery (2011; also Berkhout, 2015), for instance, find that around thirty 
percent of the lobbyists accredited to the EP between 2003 and 2009, maintain their registration 
continuously, whereas the rest of the registrants comes and goes, still keeping the register 
constant at around 1500 entries (contemporary comparisons with the Transparency Register are 
difficult due to somewhat different administrative procedures, see e.g. Greenwood and Dreger, 
2007). Seen from the member states, national interest groups vary a great deal in the extent to 
which they are Europeanised and have integrated EU policy work in their regular campaigns. 
Such integration is organizationally difficult because the formal roles of the EU institutions 
deviate substantially from their national counter-parts. The distinct tasks of these institutions 
create particular needs and demands on the part of policy makers related to the input they require 
from interest representatives. Bouwen (2004; 2009), for instance, notes the need for ‘technical’ 
input on the part of EC, and more ‘political’ needs arising from the MEP’s. 

Last and related, the nature of policy competences and instruments of the EU, such as 
competition policy and market regulation, differs substantially and is less susceptible to change 
than the policy focus and impact of national governments. This focus on ‘economic’ policies 
tends to trigger the interests of market players more strongly than those of citizens.  



These differences have, firstly, motivated scholars to theoretically situate their studies in relation 
to theories of European integration. For instance, Kohler-Koch (1994) identifies interest group 
politics as co-evolving with European institutions in a mutually supportive manner and, in part, 
substantiating a neo-functionalist dynamic of an ‘ever growing union’ (also see Green-Cowles, 
1995). Secondly, the unique character of the EU has led several researchers to identify interest 
group engagement as a distinct systemic type, most notably elite pluralism (Coen, 1997; Eising, 
2007), and to a lesser extent sectoral corporatism (Treib and Falkner, 2009). The ‘elite pluralist’ 
view stipulates that the EU institutions are ‘pluralistically’ open to the input of all sorts of 
interest groups but that relatively wealthy and professionalized ‘elite’ groups are still better able 
to have an impact on what happens in the EU. For instance, a Bulgarian labor union will likely 
find a way to be heard in Europe if it wanted to bring something to the table, but their voice will 
not be as effective as BusinessEurope, the main business association of Europe. Such a ‘elite 
pluralist’ characterisation facilitates the evaluation of EU-specific research questions such as on 
consultation practises of the European Commission. Richardson and Coen present a flexible 
system-wide typology when they conclude that ‘EU pluralism might be best characterized as a 
kind of chameleon pluralism, capable of changing its appearance over time during the policy 
cycle for a given policy problem or within a sub-sector over a longer period of time’ (Richardson 
and Coen 2009: 348). In line of the example, BusinessEurope may now be the most active (and 
likely influential) interest groups in Europe, this can easily change over time and vary 
substantially across policy areas.  

In more general terms, the conceptual ambiguity and the lack of specification of all these 
definitions however reduces the theoretical usefulness of the typologies, whereas a narrow and 
more specific typological embedding makes it more difficult to design studies that travel beyond 
the EU context. Therefore, the majority of contemporary studies on EU lobbying now conceive 
the EU as a system of interest representation comparable to any other system, which is different 
in ‘degree’ rather than in ‘type’ from other cases of lobbying. Scholars increasingly rely on 
theories of lobbying rather than that they develop theories specific to the EU (Woll, 2006; 
Lowery et al, 2009; Berkhout et al. 2018). For this reason, this chapter is structured in terms of 
relevant (sub)theories of interest representation in the EU, rather than holistically merging these 
theories into a single-system type such as pluralism, corporatism or some specific variant (see 
Eising 2008).   

Contemporary challenges and solutions in the study of EU interest groups 

Mobilization: business bias or a pluralist heaven? 

Interest mobilization refers to collective organization  of individuals or firms to further a 
particular political goal. In crude terms, the outcome of political mobilisation is observed in the 
relative distribution of interest groups active in Brussels, its ‘population of interest groups’. Key 
normative questions relate to the extent to which this distribution is representative of grievances 
in society or whether some interests are better represented than others in the EU. Interest group 



scholarship routinely relies upon Olson’s 1965 classic The Logic of Collective Action as the most 
important theoretical reference point. In a nutshell, it posits that small groups with high political 
stakes or ‘concentrated interests’ find it easier to collectively organize than large groups with 
diffusely distributed interests. This logic implies that business actors should face fewer collective 
action problems than citizen groups to mobilize in the EU and therefore are likely to be better 
represented. In practical terms the free rider problem makes it is relatively difficult for NGOs to 
find supporters and donors as everyone will still profit from their lobby efforts even if they do 
not financially support the NGO. This problem is less severe for firms, where members of 
associations are the direct recipients of the lobby efforts of a business association. As a 
consequence, we should expect more business groups active in the EU than NGOs.  

Most empirical studies seem to confirm this expectation: there are more business interest groups 
active in Brussels than any other type of interest groups. Between the different studies estimating 
the distribution of interest group activity in the EU, the percentage of citizen groups varies 
around 15 to 25 percent, depending on the institutional venues and sources used to map the 
groups. The business community (i.e. business associations and firms) is much larger and is 
estimated to constitute between 60 and 75 percent of the EU interest group population. The 
reminder of the organizations are mostly labour unions and research organizations (see Berkhout 
et al. 2018).  

The question is how to interpret these findings. Can we argue, based on these numbers that 
mobilization in the EU is “biased” towards business organizations, i.e. that these groups have a 
disproportional and institutionalized advantage over other types of groups to become and stay 
active. To assess this type of bias, one needs consensus on how an unbiased distribution looks 
like and compare it to the actual population of interest groups active in Brussels (Lowery et al. 
2015). In other words, it may be true that more business groups are mobilized in Brussels 
compared to any other types of interests group but this may not be ‘disproportional’ related to 
salient interests on the policy problems the EU addresses. As noted, many of the competences of 
the EU institutions are of an economic nature and this plausibly triggers the interests of business 
groups more explicitly than those of non-business groups. In this view, the relatively numerous 
business mobilisation seems to be the result of the economic nature of EU policymaking rather 
than other features of its institutional designs such as the relative strength of the European 
Parliament, pro-business provision of access to lobbyists by elite decisionmakers or the 
persistence of particular historically instituted patterns of behavior. Think about the decisions 
made by the EU, which are mostly economic or related to environmental policies.  Many issues 
of concern to NGOs, such as human rights, social policies, or health issues, are not decided in 
Brussels. This could explain why the business community is so much more active in Brussels 
compared to NGOs who can presumably voice their interests at other, national-level political 
venues.  

To this end, Berkhout et al. (2017) evaluate the relative attractiveness of the EU public policy 
process to business lobbyists and empirically assess whether the proportion of business groups 



active in specific policy fields in the EU differs from the proportion of business groups active in 
the same policy fields in a national context. At an aggregate level (i.e. across all policy fields), 
they indeed find more business groups active at the EU level than at the national level. Yet, once 
specific policy fields are compared, there is no difference in business mobilization between the 
EU and the national level. For instance, the distribution of business groups active in the EU 
environmental field is similar to the proportion of business groups active on environmental 
issues in France, Germany, and the Netherlands. Observing more business groups active in the 
EU is likely caused by the type of issues discussed at the EU level, rather than the inability of 
NGOs to mobilize at this level (i.e. biased mobilization).  

De Bruycker et al. (2018) present a conceptual and empirical nuanced view on business interest 
mobilisation bias in the EU. The authors argue that mobilization in the EU is not a classical 
Olsonian process in which new organizations are formed out of nothing or a pluralist process of 
interest disturbance that triggers latent groups into action.  The formation of political 
organizations tends to favour business groups. Yet, within the EU and its Member states, citizen 
and business groups already exist and policy mobilization in the EU is a matter of internal issue 
‘prioritisation’, rather than related to establishing  new ‘organizations’, and therefore the theories 
mentioned, most notably The Logic of Collective Action, does not apply. This may favor non-
business interest groups. That is, the ideological roots of citizen cause groups gives relevant 
guidance on internal prioritisation, whereas business associations frequently require a relatively 
lengthy process of internal consensus-formation in response to policy challenges. In other words, 
it is much easier for Greenpeace to become politically active as they do not actively consult 
members what should be done compared to BusinessEurope. The latter organization will consult 
its members at length and needs to find a compromise. Often this leads to much delay and 
potentially an unfavorablestarting position compared to NGOs.  

Another relative strength of non-business cause groups relates to the funding schemes of the EU 
(Greenwood, 2007; Sanchez-Salgado, 2014). The EU has relatively elaborate funding schemes 
for interest groups. Well-known funds falling in this category are the Connecting Europe 
Facility, which receives €2.5 billion for transport, energy and digital services, and Life+, which 
receives €3.4 billion for environmental policy. These grants are critical for interest organizations 
in Europe as they support the organizations’ long-term survival and advocacy efforts. While this 
system benefits certain groups over others, recent research highlights that the funding system 
does distribute resources among business groups and citizen groups in a proportional manner 
(Crepaz and Hanegraaff 2019). At the same time, this likely allows citizen groups to stay active 
in Brussels, even without a strong membership base. As a result, the overall distribution of 
interest groups active in the EU does surprisingly not seem to be (as) biased to business groups 
as is often thought.   

As the EU engages in very regular contacts with interest groups and distributes large amounts of 
money to interest groups, the EC has often been criticized by citizens and (populist) political 
parties. To counter this critic the EU has created a transparency register (e.g. Balme and 



Chabanet, 2008, 232; Bunea, 2018; Greenwood and Dreger, 2013). Until 2014 register was 
voluntary leading especially business groups to not register. Since 2014 we have seen a gradual 
increase of mandatory elements added the register. First registration was need to apply for 
funding and when interest groups engaged in contacts with senior members of the EC and the 
EP. Recently the Commission further increased the mandatory aspects of the lobby register, 
including more funding to manage the register. With these new additions the EU has one of the 
most transparent and elaborate lobby registers in the world, but several other regulations, 
especially related to lobbying the European Council, are less strict than in other parts of the 
world (Crepaz et al , 2018) 

To summarize, interest groups become active in Brussels largely in a similar way to their 
mobilisation in national settings. There are many more business groups active in Brussels than 
other types of interest groups, but it seems to reflect the nature of the EU policymaking and such 
mobilisation patterns are also routinely found in the national capitals of Member States.  

Strategies: coping with varying political opportunities 

Interest groups tailor their approach to fit the institutional and policy context in the EU. This is in 
line with the ‘contextual’ conceptual approach to lobbying (Klüver et al 2015), which 
emphasizes the ‘demands’ on the part of policy makers for interest group information, support 
and engagement. At the same time, important strategic differences arise from the types of 
interests mobilized and the plausibly related organizational preferences for inside- or outside 
lobbying (Dür and Matteo, 2016), thus emphasizing the ‘supply’ of influence activities on the 
part of interest groups. Interest group activities are routinely conceived of as the result of an 
exchange relationship between groups and policy makers (e.g. Bouwen, 2004; Berkhout, 2013; 
Klüver, 2013). The EU lobby community already exists a couple of decades and it is relatively 
open for new groups to enter. One may therefore assume that competitive pressures work 
effectively and that supply and demand are, on aggregate, in equilibrium. Strategic behavior is 
therefore needed to avoid areas of over-supply of lobby activity and jump into action when issue-
specific demands arise in the policy process.  

To start on the side of the ‘supplying’ groups, a common distinction is made between inside and 
outside lobbying. Inside lobbying refers to the direct contacts of interest groups with 
policymakers; outside lobbying techniques are indirect ways to influence the political process 
such as through the media or protest activities. Inside lobbying, for instance, refers to a situation 
where Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg attends the public session of EP but also ‘inside’ talks to 
MEPs privately. An example of outside lobbying is the large media campaign initiated by Oxfam 
to oppose the TTIP agreement between the US and the EU. Studies recurrently find that citizen 
groups rely more on outside lobbying tactics, while business groups rely more on inside tactics 
(Dür and Mateo 2016). The reasons are that business groups organizational repertoire more 
closely aligns with bureaucracies. The appeals of citizen groups are also easier connected to 
public opinion and that citizen groups are in need of visibility due to a more competitive struggle 



broad-based, open citizen membership than the closed and focused membership of business 
groups. Still, it must be noted that the distinction between the use of outside and inside lobbying 
by business and citizen groups is often not as strong as one may theoretically expect. Many 
citizen groups in the EU are highly professionalized and their staff is highly capable of forging 
direct ties with key policymakers. Likewise, many business groups make use of the media to 
influence EU policymaking. It is therefore better to think about the use of inside and outside 
lobbying as a scale, where business groups slightly favor inside lobbying more than NGOs do.  

Secondly, when they are lobbying inside the political system, interest groups tailor their 
activities on the basis of demands on the part of their lobby targets. Groups decide about their 
venue shopping strategies, i.e. what political venues to target (e.g. Princen and Kerremans, 
2008). Venue shopping in the EU requires groups to find answers to questions such as: will we 
or our allies target the European Parliament (EP) or the European Commission (EC)? Who goes 
to national governments, and which one among the 27 should be targeted? Or are all these 
venues targeted together? This also pertains to characteristics of the policy process in terms of 
policy stage and policy area: some concerns will find a more favorable hearing early on in the 
policy process whereas others are better addressed at the implementation stage. Similarly, policy-
specific sub-communities also substantially vary in the nature of the demand for interest 
representation (e.g. Broscheid and Coen, 2007). For instance, an environmental NGO concerned 
about air traffic could present its views in relevant fora on environmental policy but may also, or 
alternatively, bring in its arguments in policy consultations on state support for airport 
infrastructure. These are all critical questions as they provide an answer to the question whether 
political venues are dominated by the same type of organizations, or whether there is strong 
variation in interest group activity across political venues. For instance, one of such answers is 
that business is most active at the EC, while NGOs are more active at the EP or in the media. 
Overall, the literature has not found much evidence for a systematic tendency of certain types of 
groups to target and access particular institutional venues only; rather similar type of 
organisations (business and more resourceful groups) are the most active groups across all types 
of venues, including the EC, the EP and the media (Hanegraaff and Berkhout 2018). Moreover, 
interest groups which are domestic ‘winners’, that is, having better access to the national level, 
are also more likely to gain access at the EU level (Beyers, 2002). As such, lobbying multiple 
venues is common for interest groups in the EU, but at each political venue, most seats at the 
table are likely to be already taken by other groups with a well-tailored supply that matches 
particular institutional demands.   

To summarise, EU lobbying takes place in a competitive context. This means that groups need to 
forge alliances and focus on multiple venues at once. Even with a very elaborate strategic plan, 
no battle will be easy as foes will likely have a similarly elaborate strategic focus. This makes it 
tough to have an impact on policy making in the EU. Yet, some do a better job than others. 

Influence: business as usual? 



Business interest representatives were instrumental to the development of European Union. It has 
been widely documented that large corporations supported political leaders in the 1970s and 
1980s in the design of the single market and its legal framework (Eising 2008; Green-Cowles, 
1995). For long, this view on business influence in the EU remained the dominant perspective on 
the role of interest groups in the EU. Yet, despite this early work on the importance of the 
business lobby in the formation of the EU, there is not much empirical effort to explicitly map 
the policy influence of business groups between the 1990s and early 2000s. Organisational 
mobilisation, strategies and access were commonly used as meaningful proxy for interest group 
influence (e.g. Coen, 1998; Mazey and Richardson, 1993, 1998). More recent studies also note 
business actors are likely to be relatively influential because they tend to gain more access to 
policymakers in the EU. For instance, Rasmussen and Caroll (2015) and Coen et al (2021) find 
that, at more competitive access points, business groups are the most active and outnumber 
citizen groups at a higher rate than at other access points. For instance, on issues such as the 
European Green Deal or TTIP, the business dominance is the most apparent. Moreover, 
Berkhout et al. (2018) find that business groups are better represented at the EU institutions once 
decision-making procedures enters the final stage before a decision is being made.  

The number of organizations active at political venues, however, does not necessarily mean they 
are also more influential. Over the past decade, a more conceptually focussed approach to the 
study of policy influence has therefore become dominant (Lowery, 2013). The ‘actual’ influence 
of interest groups in EU policymaking processes, in such decision-making-oriented approaches, 
is empirically and conceptually based on the extent to which policy preferences of interest 
groups are reflected in the policy outcomes on particular issues (Klüver 2013; Dür et al. 2015). 
Within this burgeoning literature, two main findings stand out. Firstly, in contrast to most access 
studies, these works find that business groups are not more influential than citizen groups in the 
EU (Klüver 2013; Dür et al. 2015; De Bruycker and Beyers 2019). Klüver (2013) highlights how 
influence through EU consultations is not decisively affected by the number of business groups 
or their input in these processes, but rather by the overall strength of the lobby community 
mobilized for a specific position, irrespective of the groups involved. This is a major insight as it 
counters the idea that business groups secretly steer the course of action in the EU in conjunction 
with EU policymakers. Secondly, this finding is confirmed by the INTEREURO project which is 
by far the largest study on interest group influence in the EU (Beyers et al, 2014). This 
collaborative project of scholars working in several European universities tracked the influence 
of interest groups across 70 random EU legislative proposals. The findings, surprisingly, 
highlight that citizen groups see their preferences more often attained (Dür et al. 2015) and are 
perceived by policy experts (De Bruycker and Beyers 2019) as more influential than business 
groups. One of the reasons for this surprising is that the EU has been for most of its history a 
distinct economic project with the aim to create a competitive environment for EU business 
organizations. This has led to a situation where for long business actors benefitted the most of 
the policies developed in the EU. Since then we see that policies of the EC are mostly geared 
towards making the EU economy more inclusive, fair, and sustainable Such issues are closer to 



the preferences of NGOs and labour unions (seemingly) leading them to have a stronger impact 
on EU policies than ever before.  

Furthermore, as De Bruycker (2019) indicates, groups which have the support of public opinion 
are more likely to see their preferences attained in politics. This pattern especially applies when 
civil society organizations advocate through the media. In this case, policies tend to be more 
responsive to fluctuations in public support and citizens are more likely to change their opinion. 
The findings correspond to studies at the national level, which show that citizen group 
mobilization strengthens the responsiveness of policies to the public. The way citizen groups are 
crucial in ensuring ‘thermostatic responsiveness in EU public policy’ (De Bruycker 2019; 
Rasmussen et al. 2014).  

In short, despite gaining more access than NGOs, the literature on influence highlights that 
business groups are not more influential in EU lobbying. Rather, depending on the issue at hand, 
business sometimes wins, while on other issues NGOs see their preferences more frequently 
attained. Most importantly, we see that NGOs win on issues which receive much media and 
public attention, while business organizations win more often if issues are very complex and lack 
media and public attention. This for instance, explains, why NGOs have been so successful on 
issues related to the environment (e.g. Green Deal) but have been rather unsuccessful on issues 
which hardly receive media attention, such as related to pesticides or other chemicals (e.g. 
REACH directive). Such influence mechanism are similar to findings elsewhere. Lowery (2013, 
p. 3) notes that ‘a generation of research effort followed in which it was found that influence 
was….. quite specific to the issue at hand, highly contingent on the context in which a decision 
was made, and only loosely related to the bases of power that were the focus of [early] scholars’.   

Conclusion 

The Brussels-based interest group community co-evolved with the European Union’s political 
and economic development (e.g. Kohler-Koch, 1994). In the early years, business actors clearly 
profited more from their involvement, which is reflected in legislation broadly beneficial to their 
needs and desires. Over the past 15 years, this has changed and the lobby community seems 
more in balance. This is reflected in mobilization, where many different types of interest groups 
are able to find their way to the various political institutions. It can also be observed in strategies, 
where different types of groups have professionalized and rely on similar types of strategies. We 
also see some balance in the final stage, where citizen groups are now found to be equally, or 
even more, influential than business groups in the EU policy process. Overall, this provides a–
perhaps necessary–correction to a past which was likely dominated by the business community.  

Looking ahead, some key questions remain opened before we posit even stronger claims about 
the power of interest groups in the EU. First of all, most current studies on interest group 
influence focus on legislative politics, not on the agenda setting stage. It could very well be that 
business actors are more influential in containing the agenda of the EC to their interests. In this 



view, the wins of citizen groups over the business community are still meaningful, but perhaps 
not the most vital issues for business too lose. Another issue relates to the times horizon taken. 
As Dür et al. (2019) argue, one of the main reason we find little bias in actual lobbying at this 
point in time, may be that there is not much to win for business groups anymore. As articulated 
before, the EU business groups were very important for political and economic integration in the 
early days of the European community. This means that the issues currently discussed in the EU 
might mostly be corrections of a single market which has perhaps been a bit too responsive to 
business interests in the past. How such new insights will change our perspective on business 
lobbying in the EU remains to be seen. 
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