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US Pressure Groups  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Component 2: Government & Politics of the USA
1. Glossary
	Term
	Definition

	Pressure Group / Interest Group
	An organisation of people who share a common interest or cause and work together to influence government policy without seeking to win elections themselves.

	Sectional/Interest Group
	A group representing the shared economic or professional interests of its members, e.g. a trade union or business association (AFL-CIO, US Chamber of Commerce).

	Cause/Promotional Group
	A group that campaigns for a particular issue or belief rather than the material interests of its members, e.g. the Sierra Club or the ACLU.

	Insider Group
	A group with regular, direct access to policymakers, often consulted by government during the policy process (e.g. the American Medical Association).

	Outsider Group
	A group without regular access to policymakers, which instead relies on public campaigns, protest or media attention to influence policy.

	Lobbying
	Directly contacting and seeking to persuade legislators, officials or their staff to support a group's preferred policy position.

	K Street
	A street in Washington DC synonymous with the US lobbying industry, home to many lobbying firms and trade associations.

	Grassroots Mobilisation
	A strategy where a group mobilises its members/the public to contact officials, protest or vote in ways that pressure policymakers.

	Political Action Committee (PAC)
	An organisation, often linked to a pressure group, that raises and donates money (within legal limits) to support or oppose candidates.

	Super PAC
	An independent expenditure committee that can raise and spend unlimited money on elections, provided it does not coordinate directly with a campaign.

	Amicus Curiae Brief
	A 'friend of the court' submission by a pressure group not party to a case, used to influence the Supreme Court's reasoning or decision.

	Litigation Strategy
	A pressure group's use of the courts, rather than lobbying or Congress, to achieve policy goals, e.g. the NAACP's use of court cases to challenge segregation.

	Iron Triangle
	A stable, mutually-beneficial relationship between a pressure group, a congressional committee, and a federal agency, all sharing an interest in a policy area.

	Issue Network
	A looser, more open set of relationships between pressure groups, officials and experts around a policy area, seen as a more modern alternative to the iron triangle model.

	Revolving Door
	The movement of individuals between government/congressional roles and jobs in lobbying or industry, raising concerns about undue influence.

	Access Point
	A point in the political system (Congress, the executive, the courts, or state governments) where a pressure group can attempt to influence policy.

	Pluralism
	The theory that political power is spread among many competing groups, so that no single group dominates and healthy competition benefits democracy.

	Elitism
	The theory that political power is concentrated in the hands of a small number of wealthy or well-connected groups, undermining genuine democratic competition.

	Lobbying Disclosure Act (1995)
	Federal law requiring lobbyists to register and report their lobbying activities and spending, aimed at increasing transparency.

	Astroturfing
	A public relations tactic that creates the false appearance of spontaneous grassroots support for a cause, when it is actually organised and funded by a group or corporation.


2. Key Knowledge
1. Types of Pressure Groups
1. Sectional/interest groups: Represent their members' economic or professional interests, e.g. AARP (older Americans), the NRA (gun owners), AFL-CIO (organised labour).
1. Cause/promotional groups: Campaign for a belief or issue benefiting a wider public, e.g. the Sierra Club (environment), the ACLU (civil liberties).
1. Insider groups: Enjoy regular, direct access to government and are often consulted during policymaking, giving them influence but requiring compromise.
1. Outsider groups: Lack routine access and instead use public campaigning, protest, and media strategies to build pressure from outside government.
2. Methods Used by Pressure Groups
1. Lobbying: Directly contacting members of Congress, the executive, or their staff to influence legislation and policy, often via professional lobbyists on K Street.
1. Litigation: Using the courts to challenge laws or achieve policy change, as with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund's role in Brown v Board of Education (1954).
1. Electioneering: Supporting or opposing candidates through endorsements, PAC/Super PAC donations, and grassroots campaigning to elect sympathetic officials.
1. Grassroots mobilisation: Encouraging members and the public to contact officials, protest, or vote in ways that create visible political pressure.
3. Access Points in the US Political System
1. Congress: The most heavily lobbied branch; groups target committees, individual members and staff to shape legislation.
1. The executive: Groups lobby the president, Cabinet departments, and federal agencies, which have significant regulatory power.
1. The judiciary: Groups pursue litigation and file amicus curiae briefs to influence court rulings, especially where legislative routes are blocked.
1. State governments: Federalism creates 50 additional venues for pressure group activity, allowing groups to pursue policy change at state level.
4. Iron Triangles & the Revolving Door
1. Iron triangles: Stable, mutually-reinforcing relationships between a pressure group, a congressional committee, and a federal agency in the same policy area.
1. Issue networks: A more fluid, less exclusive alternative model, involving a wider range of experts, media and groups engaging around an issue.
1. Revolving door: Officials and staff frequently move between government roles and lobbying/industry jobs, raising concerns about conflicts of interest.
1. Regulation attempts: The Lobbying Disclosure Act (1995) and Honest Leadership and Open Government Act (2007) aim to increase transparency and limit revolving-door abuses.
5. Factors Determining Pressure Group Success
1. Financial resources: Well-funded groups can hire professional lobbyists, run advertising campaigns, and make substantial PAC/Super PAC contributions.
1. Membership size and unity: A large, cohesive membership provides electoral leverage and legitimacy; internal division weakens a group's bargaining power.
1. Access and insider status: Groups with existing relationships with policymakers can achieve results more easily than those relying solely on public pressure.
1. Public opinion and media: Favourable public opinion and media coverage can amplify a group's cause, particularly for outsider groups.
1. Government sympathy: A group whose goals align with the priorities of the current administration or congressional majority is more likely to succeed.
6. Debates — Pressure Groups and Democracy
1. Pluralist view: Argues pressure groups broaden participation, represent diverse interests, and create healthy competition that benefits democracy.
1. Elitist view: Argues that wealthy, well-connected groups dominate policymaking, giving disproportionate influence to narrow interests over the wider public.
1. Positive contributions: Groups provide expertise to policymakers, educate the public, and offer additional channels of representation beyond elections.
1. Concerns raised: Critics highlight unequal resources between groups, the influence of money in politics, and risks from the revolving door and iron triangles.
3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Research a specific major US pressure group (e.g. the NRA, AARP or ACLU) and evaluate the methods it uses and the factors behind its level of influence.
1. 2. Compare a pressure group's litigation strategy (e.g. the NAACP Legal Defense Fund's role in Brown v Board of Education) with a lobbying-based approach, and evaluate which method is more effective for a cause group.
1. 3. Investigate a real example of the 'revolving door' between government and lobbying, and evaluate the ethical implications for democratic accountability.
1. 4. Compare a US pressure group's campaign spending via a Super PAC with a UK pressure group's spending limits under UK electoral law — what does this reveal about differing regulatory approaches to money in politics?
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether pressure groups enhance or undermine democracy in the USA.
1. 6. Create a case study table of three different pressure groups (a sectional group, a cause group, and an insider or outsider group) comparing their methods and levels of success.
4. Assessment — 'Analyse and Explain Three Ways/Factors' Questions
Use these as short-answer analytical practice. For each question, identify three distinct ways/factors, and for each one write a developed explanation (point + explanation + specific evidence/example) rather than a simple list.
1. Q1. Analyse and explain three methods used by pressure groups to influence government.
1. Q2. Analyse and explain three factors that determine the success of a pressure group.
1. Q3. Analyse and explain three ways in which the separation of powers creates access points for pressure groups.
1. Q4. Analyse and explain three ways in which pressure groups use the judiciary to achieve their aims.
1. Q5. Analyse and explain three criticisms of pressure group influence in US politics.
1. Q6. Analyse and explain three ways in which money influences pressure group success.
1. Q7. Analyse and explain three differences between insider and outsider pressure groups.
1. Q8. Analyse and explain three ways in which iron triangles operate in US policymaking.
1. Q9. Analyse and explain three factors that explain the growth of lobbying in Washington DC.
1. Q10. Analyse and explain three ways in which pressure groups can be seen to enhance democracy.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on pressure groups.
1. Allan Cigler & Burdett Loomis, 'Interest Group Politics' — comprehensive academic overview of US interest group behaviour.
1. Frank Baumgartner et al, 'Lobbying and Policy Change' — research-based analysis of what makes lobbying succeed or fail.
Websites
1. opensecrets.org (Center for Responsive Politics) — detailed data on lobbying spending, PACs and Super PACs.
1. senate.gov — official lobbying disclosure records and registration information.
1. aclu.org and nra.org — primary source material showing how major pressure groups present their own campaigns.
1. congress.gov — track bills and committee activity influenced by lobbying and interest group testimony.
Podcasts
1. NPR 'Planet Money' — accessible episodes explaining lobbying and interest group economics.
1. 'Reveal' (Center for Investigative Reporting) — investigative journalism episodes covering lobbying and influence scandals.
1. 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of interest group activity in current legislative battles.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'Casino Jack and the United States of Money' (2010) — documentary on the Jack Abramoff lobbying scandal.
1. 'Merchants of Doubt' (2014) — documentary examining how industry-funded groups have shaped public debate on issues like tobacco and climate change.
