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Pressure Groups in the US and UK  |  AQA A-Level Politics — Comparative Pressure Groups
1. Glossary
	Concept
	Similar / Different
	How the US and UK compare

	Types of Pressure Groups
	Similar
	Both countries classify groups as sectional/interest groups (representing members' economic interests) or cause/promotional groups (campaigning for a wider belief or issue) — the same basic typology applies in each system.

	Insider vs Outsider Groups
	Similar
	Both countries use the same insider/outsider framework (developed by UK academic Wyn Grant) to classify groups by their level of access to government, though the specific access channels differ.

	Number & Type of Access Points
	Different
	The US separation of powers and federalism create many more access points (Congress, the executive, the courts, 50 states) than the UK's fused, more centralised system, where the executive and Whitehall departments are the primary target due to majority government control of Parliament.

	Role of the Judiciary
	Different
	US groups make far more use of litigation and constitutional challenge, given the codified constitution and strong judicial review. UK groups increasingly use judicial review of executive/secondary legislation, but this is far more limited by parliamentary sovereignty, as courts cannot strike down Acts of Parliament.

	Lobbying Regulation
	Different
	The US has long-established federal lobbying disclosure requirements (Lobbying Disclosure Act 1995) alongside a much larger, institutionalised lobbying industry (K Street). The UK's Lobbying Act (2014) is narrower, covering only registered consultant lobbyists, within a smaller overall lobbying industry.

	Money in Politics
	Different
	US groups can contribute significant sums via PACs and Super PACs with few restrictions, especially after Citizens United v FEC (2010). UK groups and parties operate under strict statutory spending limits under the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act (2000), sharply limiting financial influence.

	Trade Unions & Party Links
	Different
	UK trade unions have a historic, formalised financial and organisational link to the Labour Party (the political levy, conference representation). US labour unions support candidates (mainly Democrats) but have no equivalent constitutional or organisational party affiliation.

	Direct Action & Protest
	Similar
	Cause groups in both countries use direct action, protest and civil disobedience as tactics — e.g. Extinction Rebellion in the UK and various protest movements in the US — though legal consequences and policing responses can differ.

	Iron Triangles / Policy Communities
	Different
	The 'iron triangle' between a pressure group, a congressional committee and a federal agency is a distinctly American model reflecting separation of powers. The UK's fused executive-legislature relationship instead produces looser 'policy communities' between departments and interest groups.

	Revolving Door
	Similar
	Both countries see individuals move between government/political roles and lobbying or industry positions, raising similar concerns about undue influence — though the US has more extensive formal post-employment restrictions than the UK's Advisory Committee on Business Appointments.

	Amicus Curiae Briefs / Court Interventions
	Different
	Filing amicus curiae briefs is a especially significant, well-established tool for US pressure groups given the Supreme Court's power to strike down laws. UK groups can intervene in judicial review cases too, but this carries less weight given the courts' limited power over primary legislation.

	Media & Digital Campaigning
	Similar
	Groups in both countries increasingly rely on social media, viral campaigns and online platforms (e.g. 38 Degrees in the UK, MoveOn.org in the US) to mobilise supporters quickly and cheaply.

	Sub-National Government as an Access Point
	Similar
	Both countries offer pressure groups an additional layer of government to target — US federalism (50 states) and UK devolution (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland) — though the US states generally have considerably more autonomous policymaking power.

	Pluralism vs Elitism Debate
	Similar
	Both countries share the same underlying academic debate over whether pressure group activity reflects healthy pluralist competition between groups, or elite/wealthy domination of the political process.

	Sectional Group Examples
	Different
	The same category of group exists in each country but with different named organisations — e.g. the UK's TUC, CBI and BMA compared with the US's AFL-CIO, US Chamber of Commerce and American Medical Association.

	Cause Group Examples
	Different
	Again the same category exists in each country with different organisations — e.g. the UK's Friends of the Earth, Stonewall and RSPCA compared with the US's Sierra Club, ACLU and NRA.

	Growth of Litigation as a Tactic
	Similar
	Both countries have seen pressure groups increasingly turn to the courts when legislative routes are blocked, though the US Supreme Court's power to strike down legislation makes litigation a more decisive tool there than in the UK.

	Transparency of Lobbyist-Official Contact
	Similar
	Both countries maintain some form of disclosure requirement for lobbying activity (US Lobbying Disclosure Act 1995; UK Lobbying Act 2014 and register of consultant lobbyists), though the scope and strictness of enforcement differ significantly.


2. Key Knowledge — Head-to-Head Comparison
	Category
	USA
	UK

	Types of groups
	Sectional and cause groups, e.g. AFL-CIO, Sierra Club, NRA, ACLU.
	Sectional and cause groups, e.g. TUC, CBI, Friends of the Earth, Stonewall.

	Insider/outsider access
	Determined by relationships with Congress, the executive and agencies.
	Determined largely by relationships with Whitehall departments and ministers.

	Access points
	Many — Congress, the executive, the courts, and 50 states.
	Fewer — dominated by the executive; Parliament less central due to majority control.

	Role of the courts
	Central tactic; Supreme Court can strike down laws (e.g. amicus briefs).
	Growing but limited tactic; judicial review cannot strike down Acts of Parliament.

	Money & campaign contributions
	Extensive PAC/Super PAC spending, largely unrestricted since Citizens United.
	Strict statutory spending limits under PPERA (2000).

	Lobbying regulation
	Federal Lobbying Disclosure Act (1995); large, established lobbying industry.
	Lobbying Act (2014); narrower scope, smaller lobbying industry.

	Party-group links
	Labour unions informally support Democrats; no formal affiliation.
	Trade unions formally linked to Labour Party via the political levy.

	Group-government relationships
	Iron triangles with congressional committees and federal agencies.
	Looser 'policy communities' with government departments.

	Direct action/protest
	Widely used by cause groups (e.g. civil rights, climate movements).
	Widely used by cause groups (e.g. Extinction Rebellion).

	Dominant theoretical debate
	Pluralist vs elitist views of interest group influence.
	Pluralist vs elitist views of interest group influence.


3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
1. 1. Compare the UK Lobbying Act (2014) with the US Lobbying Disclosure Act (1995) — evaluate which system provides greater transparency over lobbying activity.
1. 2. Research the historic financial link between UK trade unions and the Labour Party and compare it with the role of US labour unions in supporting the Democratic Party — evaluate the significance of each relationship.
1. 3. Compare a UK pressure group's use of judicial review with a US pressure group's litigation strategy (e.g. the NAACP Legal Defense Fund) — what does each reveal about the differing power of the courts in each system?
1. 4. Investigate a specific UK direct action campaign (e.g. Extinction Rebellion) and compare its tactics and impact with a US example (e.g. a major climate or civil rights protest movement).
1. 5. Write a 300-word extension paragraph evaluating whether pressure groups have more influence on government in the USA or the UK.
1. 6. Construct a comparative table of the access points available to pressure groups in each system, evaluating which offers groups more opportunities to shape policy.
4. Assessment — 'Statement: Analyse and Evaluate' Questions
Each statement requires comparative analysis of both US and UK pressure groups. Plan three comparative themes, use specific evidence/case studies from both systems for each, and reach a supported judgement on the extent to which you agree.
1. Q1. 'Pressure groups have more access points to influence government in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q2. 'Money plays a greater role in pressure group influence in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q3. 'The judiciary is a more effective tool for pressure groups in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q4. 'Trade unions have more political influence in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q5. 'Lobbying is more effectively regulated in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q6. 'Pressure groups pose a greater threat to democracy in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q7. 'Direct action is a more effective method for pressure groups than lobbying in both the USA and the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q8. 'Insider status is more valuable for a pressure group in the UK than in the USA.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q9. 'Both the US and UK pressure group systems demonstrate pluralism rather than elitism.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
1. Q10. 'The differences between US and UK pressure groups are greater than the similarities.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
1. Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' and 'UK Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on pressure groups in each country.
1. Wyn Grant, 'Pressure Groups and British Politics' — the foundational text behind the insider/outsider framework.
1. Allan Cigler & Burdett Loomis, 'Interest Group Politics' — comprehensive academic overview of US interest group behaviour.
Websites
1. opensecrets.org (Center for Responsive Politics) — detailed US data on lobbying spending, PACs and Super PACs.
1. gov.uk — the UK's official Register of Consultant Lobbyists and lobbying transparency data.
1. tuc.org.uk and cbi.org.uk — primary source material from major UK sectional pressure groups.
1. aclu.org and nra.org — primary source material from major US pressure groups.
Podcasts
1. 'The NPR Politics Podcast' — regular coverage of US interest group activity in current legislative battles.
1. Institute for Government podcast — UK-focused analysis of lobbying and interest group influence on Whitehall.
1. 'Reveal' (Center for Investigative Reporting) — investigative journalism episodes covering US lobbying and influence scandals.
Documentaries / Listening
1. 'Casino Jack and the United States of Money' (2010) — documentary on the Jack Abramoff US lobbying scandal.
1. BBC Panorama investigations into UK lobbying — periodic investigative documentaries examining access and influence in Westminster.
