Executive Summary


This study looks at relations between nationally organised pressure groups and the Australian federal parliament. After some brief introductory comments in chapter one on the nature of the research and the methodology used, chapter two defines the features that distinguish pressure groups from other organisations, regards different methods used to categorise pressure groups, looks at the two main theoretical approaches used to explain the role of pressure groups in society, broaches some of the problems associated with assessing the exercise of political power and sets out a theoretical framework for analysing the political access of pressure groups.

The organising principle of this framework asserts that pressure groups gain political access on the basis of their internal authority and external legitimacy. An organisation that is highly representative of the potential membership, non-competitive in terms of attracting and maintaining members, hierarchal in executive decision-making and able to control the actions of its members, is deemed to have a high internal authority, and on the basis of this it can be expected to have a high external legitimacy in the eyes of government office-holders. It will furthermore have relatively open channels of access to policy processes, and by virtue of this openness, it can be assumed to be politically influential. The converse is more typically of pressure groups that combine a low internal authority and external legitimacy. 

Chapter three looks at different categories of group in terms of this thesis. It finds that despite recent developments in the structure of interest representation at the national level, most pressure groups are not compelled to compete with other organisations for members. The option of non-membership amongst the potential membership is nevertheless high, so there are few imperatives placed on members to accept the centrally determined directives of the organisations to which they belong. At the same time, most pressure groups either affiliate organisations rather than individual members or employ complex decisional processes that grant substantial representational rights to members in executive decision-making processes. This means pressure groups typically have low levels of internal authority. Few have the ability to link the activities of members to centrally determined strategies, commit members to obligations given to government officials on their behalf, conduct coordinated resistance against policy measures deemed to be against the interests of members, or undertake substantive commitments in negotiated trade-offs over public policy. The vast majority of pressure groups consequently have little grounds for claiming recognition of their political demands on the grounds of organisational attributes alone. This being the case, what external legitimacy is accorded to pressure groups is derived principally from the economic, social and political environment in which they operate. Pressure groups founded on economic and occupational criteria derive more advantages in this regard than groups organised on other criteria. These advantages, however, are far from pervasive, as all categories of group confront obstacles and can draw on political resources peculiar to their organisational attributes and the community interests they represent. As such, no category of group, or any number therein, can be said to be consistently influential or unrivalled when seeking to influence public policy. 

Having relayed some understanding of how different social interests are organised and represented at the national political level, chapter four looks specifically at the relations that exist between pressure groups and parliament. It begins by reviewing contemporary opinion that holds parliament to be so cabinet and party dominated as to play little substantive role in the policy process, and that for this reason pressure groups are not moved to access its members or forums. This view is challenged by first showing how these conclusions assess the power of parliament solely in terms of the legislative outcomes revealed in the exercise of votes by members during formal parliamentary proceedings, and how this wrongly assumes a linear policy process where parliament only acts at the final stages of the process by providing a notional legitimacy to legislation formulated and administered elsewhere. 

The discussion puts the case that policy processes at the national political level are not so linear and the functions of parliament are not so subservient to the will of cabinet or the imposition of party discipline as much contemporary opinion suggests; that instead, parliament is a multi-dimensional source of influence where committees of inquiring are organised, political parties meet, and networks of communication take place, all of which provide a rich variety of inputs at various stages throughout the policy process. Pressure groups well know this, and act accordingly in the full knowledge that party solidarity and cabinet dominance give government more power over the fate of policy than parliament, but equally aware that parliamentary forums and networks of communication between members are an important part of the wider policy community that feed information into the political process. 

Chapter five looks at the relations pressure groups hold with parliament in terms of the relations they hold with other sources of influence. Seven sources of influence are identified and ranked in their order of importance. The research findings show how government and public departments rank the highest in terms of their importance to pressure groups. This is only natural as these institutions make the most important decisions that effect the community. The discussion nonetheless argues that it is too simplistic to assume that policy outcomes are the sole product of consultations between these institutions, or between these institutions and pressure groups. Much policy is conducted on this basis, but a lot is not, and this is evident in the way pressure groups utilise a wide range of avenues in their efforts to achieve favourable policy outcomes. Why this is so can be traced to the fact that policy networks at the level of government and public departments are never so stable and predictable as to guarantee pressure groups that they will always achieve their political objectives through contacts with these institutions alone. It is in the context of this uncertainty that secondary sources of influence become important. In their rank order of importance to pressure groups, the media ranks third, followed by parliament, political parties, public opinion and single political parties. With the possible exception of the last, however, there is little to distinguish the worth pressure groups place on these avenues as sources of policy influence. The chapter concludes that secondary sources such as these are used as supplementary channels by pressure groups to buttress efforts directed at more important arenas of power, that stratagems employed by pressure groups are typically multi-faceted, conditioned not so much by the linear progression of policy through formal procedures as by the belief that exerting influence simultaneous at various points across the political system improves greatly the prospect of successfully influencing policy outcomes. 

Chapter six draws together the many themes and issues raised throughout the study, concluding that pressure groups are important contributors to the political system. Not only do they feed information into the political system and improve the capacity of parliamentarians to cope with the demands made of them, in so doing they indirectly help the parliament in its role as a legislator and help legitimise the political process. They also provide citizens with a means to influence bureaucratic and government decisions that encroach on their lives, and ensure that various social interests and concerns are articulated peacefully in the public arena. They thus acts as an important safety valve and help underpin society's support for the political system and its policy outcomes.

Recommendations to Pressure Groups

In their relations with parliament, its members, party forums and committees of inquiry, the following recommendations are offered to pressure group leaders and officials. 

Most parliamentarians are willing to meet the leaders and delegation of pressure group leaders. Not only do they feel an obligation to engage people and outside organisations as part of their day-to-day role as elected representatives, most see pressure groups as a valuable source of information about public issues. Indeed, the information pressure groups provide to parliamentarians could said to be the very basis upon which relations between the two entities primarily rest. What value is placed on the information varies from parliamentarian to parliamentarian, but several factors could be said to be important if it is to have a bearing on shaping the views of politicians and their approach to public policy issues. 

First, members of parliament are generally sceptical about information provided by pressure groups that appears to be blatantly self-interested. They are more likely to take notice of information that addresses both sides of an argument or regards the organised interests arrayed both for and against a particular issue in question. The reason for this stems from the very nature of political debate itself, most of which starts by setting out a position to be opposed, then using this as a basis for criticism before detailing some alternative. By providing arguments both for and against a given issue, a pressure group can instil confidence in their parliamentary contact that they have the knowledge necessary to counter any arguments raised against the position being taken on their behalf.

Second, the information must by accurate and up-to-date, and if possible detail well researched case studies. Armed with relevant, contemporary examples of some problem area of public policy, a parliamentarian will have one of the most credible and influential forms of knowledge with which to enter debates with political adversaries or when discussing the issue in question with party colleagues and government ministers. The information provided must also be succinct. Ideally, briefing notes on current issues should be around two or three pages. Longer research papers should include a two or three page summery at the front that refers the reader seeking elaboration to relevant section within the paper. This is the format used by the Parliamentary Research Service in its publications and has wide appeal amongst members. 

Third, topicality and timing are also important. If a pressure group can provide information about a topical issue of the day, it is likely to wield more influence with parliamentarians than an issue that is low on the government policy agenda or has little or no public profile. This is because parliamentarians like to keep abreast of public events, and to be seen as such, as part of perennial efforts to shore up their political stocks within the house and their respective parties. Timing is important in the sense that it is no good approaching parliamentarians over some policy issue when the policy in question is all but settled. A parliamentarian may be able to alert government ministers or public departments about some area of policy failure, and by so doing encourage some remedial action. But they are generally in a better position to wield influence when policy deliberations are in their formative stage. It is thus important for pressure groups to monitor what stage a policy is at within the political process, or what institution is directly responsible for its development or administration, and direct their efforts accordingly.

Fourth, some reckoning needs to be made of what is capable of being achieved. Demands that seek the establishment of entirely new policy, or call for radical changes in existing policy, are unlikely to be pursued with any great vigour at the level of parliament. This is because parliament is largely a avenue of policy influence rather than an avenue of policy initiation. It simply does not have the level of resources and independence to engage in campaigns to secure major shifts in public policy. In any case, policy making more generally tends to evolve rather than lurch in leaps and bounds, as governments are simply unwilling to contemplate major policy changes for fear of their unintended consequences. Demands pitched at the level of parliament should therefore recognise the limitations of parliamentarians and the fact that policy making develops incrementally.

Fifth, parliamentarians are highly sensitive about the way pressure groups present their demands. Pressure groups that seek to dictate policy to individual members through intimidation or threatened electoral action will usually find their efforts wasted. Parliamentarians are unable to concede to such tactics because they are subject to the dictums of party discipline. Most are also prominent leaders in their local communities, have high level or self-esteem and hold threats of any sort as falling outside the 'rules of the game'. Some may concede ground under this type of inducement, but most would be inclined to adopt a contrary position to the one being proposed, irrespective of the merits of the issue in question. Concession and consensus, discussion and negotiation, are thus the order of the day, and carry far more weight at the level of parliament than threats or intimidation.

Sixth, many pressure groups are indiscriminate about who they contact in parliament. Most do not differentiate between parties or houses in their selection of which members to approach, nor also when mailing literature. Indeed, around three-quarters of mail sent to members of parliament comes from pressure groups, and most is sent to all members. What is not overly recognised is that parliamentarians typically have specific causes they are willing to promote in policy areas that are not directly related to their electorates and party agendas. Personal predilections held towards republicanism, immigration, abortion, industrial relations or health reform, to name a few, are all issues that parliamentarians have variously championed. Parliamentarians that have an interest in specific policy issues can usually be identified by the committees to which they belong. When selecting who to approach, or who to mail literature to, pressure groups could do no worse than to note the membership of the committees most active in their area of interest. Using this as a guide to selection, the prospects of a pressure group making contact with parliamentarians that have an intimate knowledge of their area will be greatly improved.

Finally, it is important for pressure groups to act in ways that instil trust in the relationship. It is useful to remember that when parliamentarians take up a cause on behalf of a pressure group, they invariably do so in lieu of a wide range of causes they could represent. That they have chosen to act in the interests of one particular pressure group out of the plethora of interests they could represent, should encourage the favoured pressure group to acknowledge this service. This may only mean conferring on the parliamentarian concerned some measure of gratitude, or it could involve publicising the work of the parliamentarian to the membership of the organisation concerned. Preferably, it should extend to providing consistent feedback on the issues being raised with the parliamentarian. A pressure group can also stimulate trust in the relationship by not running alternative lines of argument or using other avenues of influence without the knowledge of the parliamentarian acting in their interests.

Recommendations to Parliamentarians

Pressure groups are a long established part of the Australian political landscape, and there is little evidence that their numbers are falling or their political activities are receding. Some commentators hold the view that pressure groups are selfish organisations whose activities are a threat to the stability of the political system. Criticisms along these lines, which appear to have a growing measure of influence in some quarters of parliament, essentially dwell on one or more of the following themes: (1) pressure groups act on behalf of sectional interests, which is contrary to the public interest; (2) some pressure groups are so powerful that their influence over public policy is to the detriment of less powerful groups; (3) not all social interests are organised and these are ignored in a policy process dominated by organised social interests; (4) pressure groups are a cause of policy decisions being taken outside the arena of representative government, which injects an unacceptable level of secrecy into the policy process; (5) the incorporation of certain pressure groups into the policy process makes parliament prone to accepting decisions made elsewhere because they bear the imprimatur of agreement between the interested parties. 

These views, in all their variations, assume that pressure groups organised at the national level have extensive and exclusive coverage of the potential membership of various interest communities. They also assume the existence of nationally organised pressure groups that have the authority to engage in policy trade-offs and commit their memberships to decisions made on their behalf. They further assume that government is the captive of pressure groups and that parliament has only a notional involvement in the conduct of public policy.

The findings of this study cast doubt on these assumptions. Pressure groups are not all-powerful. Few have the internal authority capable of committing members to decision made on their behalf, and among those that do their coverage of the potential membership is low. Governments and public departments are sufficiently powerful to counter the influence of pressure groups and screen their demands in accordance with the public interest, and their fiscal ability to enter into policy trade-offs with pressure groups is extremely limited (and becoming more so as each year passes). Parliament, also, makes a substantive contribution to the conduct of public policy, and far from by-passing its processes, pressure groups operate through it when trying to influence policy outcomes. The argument that in promoting their own interests, pressure groups act in ways that are detrimental to the national interest is vacuous, as there is hardly an organisation that would not claim that the advancement of their interests is synonymous with the national interest. 

The major, indeed the only, recommendation to flow from this is that parliamentarians should not get too neurotic about the activities of pressure groups. It is their legitimate right to make demands on governments, and to deny this is to deny the right of citizens to organise against bureaucratic and governmental encroachment. The freedom to organise and engage in peaceful political activity is an essential part of democracy. It is an important means by which citizens can participate in the political process, inform governments of their specific interests and concerns, and gain redress for grievances arising out of poorly considered policy. On a more substantive level, pressure groups contribute to the processes of representative government by communicating the interests of society to government decision-makers. They also provide valuable expertise during the formation of public policy, and act as watchdogs over its administration. Perhaps most importantly, pressure groups act as mechanisms through which peaceful political discussion and action can take place, and in so doing are an important mechanism that helps to promote social cohesion and popular acceptance of the political decisions that govern society.

