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Abstract
What type of information helps interest advocates get their way? While it is widely 
acknowledged in the academic literature that information provision is a key aspect 
of lobbying, few scholars have directly tested the effect of information on lobby-
ing success. Policymakers need information both on technical aspects and public 
preferences to anticipate the effectiveness of a policy proposal and electoral conse-
quences. However, scholars have found that interest groups predominantly provide 
the former rather than the latter, which suggests that technical information is seen 
as more efficient. The paper argues that lobbying success is not solely a function of 
the provision of any information but of the specific type of information and its com-
position. It furthermore argues that the relevance of different information types for 
lobbying success depends on issue characteristics such as public opinion, salience or 
complexity. Relying on new original data of advocacy activity on 50 specific policy 
issues in five West European countries, the paper highlights that the provision of 
expert information increases the likelihood of lobbying success, while the effect of 
information about public preferences is, if anything, negative. The study ultimately 
contributes to our understanding of informational lobbying, interest representation 
and interest group influence.
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Introduction

Policy outcomes are often the result of multiple actors promoting competing inter-
ests (Austen-Smith and Wright 1992; Dahl 1961; Truman 1951). Who wins and who 
loses in such a game has attracted lots of academic and public attention. Ever since 
Schattschneider’s (1960) claim of bias in the ‘heavenly chorus’ interest groups are 
seen as a potential risk that may thwart public policies away from what the public 
wants (Gray et al. 2004). Pluralist accounts of interest representation, on the other 
hand, portray interest groups as important intermediaries between the public and the 
policymaking level (Rasmussen et  al. 2014; Truman 1951). Interest groups face a 
constant organisational tension between catering to their constituents and meeting 
demands from policymakers, possibly at the expense of what their members and 
supporters want (Berkhout et al. 2017b). The latter situation may reflect a perspec-
tive on participatory democracy that is less political and receptive to public pres-
sures, but rather technocratic (De Bruycker 2016) and could explain why interest 
groups primarily engage in expertise-based information provision rather than trans-
mitting information on what the public wants (Baumgartner et al. 2009; De Bruy-
cker 2016; Nownes and Newmark 2016).

The academic literature considers information as a key aspect of lobbying (cf. 
Austen-Smith 1993; Hall and Deardorff 2006; Wright 1996), yet has rarely tested 
the direct effect of information transmission on lobbying success empirically. 
Moreover, the information transmission capacity of a group has often been seen as 
an implicit benchmark for its ability to exert influence without examining to what 
extent such a group actually engages in informational lobbying. Following Wright, 
‘interest groups achieve influence through the acquisition and strategic transmission 
of information that legislators need to make good public policy and to get reelected’ 
(Wright 1996, p. 2). This suggests that both policy expertise and information about 
public opinion are important when lobbying policymakers. Yet, research so far has 
mostly tested the effect of either information in general (Klüver 2011b; Tallberg 
et al. 2018) or technical information only (cf. Burstein and Hirsh 2007; Dür et al. 
2015), not considering that interest groups provide different types of information 
(De Bruycker 2016). An important question remains, therefore, to what extent infor-
mation provision affects lobbying success of interest groups.1 This paper considers 
both expert information and information about public preferences. Expert informa-
tion is defined as information about technical details, the effectiveness of a policy, 
its legal aspects as well as its economic impact (De Bruycker 2016). Information 
on public preferences refers to information on public preferences, electoral conse-
quences or moral concerns (ibid., 601) and is not restricted to general public opinion 
but also includes information of a specific constituency such as stakeholders, mem-
bers or a somewhat broader constituency.

Drawing on research exchange theory, the paper argues that while both types 
of information are expected to increase the chance of lobbying success, also the 

1  Influence here is referred to as lobbying success (Mahoney 2008; Rasmussen et al. 2018), which does 
not assume causality but allows to gauge who wins and who loses with regard to shaping public policy.
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composition of information matters. Hence, emphasising expert information may 
increase the chance of success as the demand for and the strategic advantage of a 
group having such information is higher. It will, moreover, be argued that the rele-
vance of providing either type of information for lobbying success increases as pub-
lic pressure and the demand for information increases. Using measures of perceived 
influence and preference attainment, the theoretical argument is tested using a novel 
dataset collected within the larger GovLis project2. Drawing on a media content 
analysis, interviews, desk research and a survey, the dataset pools information on 
interest group activity of 380 actors on 50 specific policy issues in five West Euro-
pean countries (Denmark, Sweden, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK). While 
existing research focused on the US or EU context, this paper provides an account 
of informational lobbying in a set of Western European countries applying a cross-
sectional cross-national research design.

The results suggest that only the provision of expert information increases the 
chance of lobbying success, while the effect of information about public preferences 
is, if any, negative after controlling for media attention and expert information. 
This is intriguing given that policymakers need both types of information and that 
interest groups are assumed to influence policymaking by meeting these demands 
(Nownes 2006; Wright 1996). A possible explanation is that weaker groups use 
information about public preferences as an attempt to compensate for their lack of 
expertise (Kriesi et al. 2007). Likewise, policymakers’ demand for such information 
may be lower as they have other channels to get informed about public preferences. 
While this study supports existing research showing that lobbying success is a func-
tion of information provision (Austen-Smith 1993; Nownes 2006; Wright 1996), it 
highlights the importance of distinguishing between different types of information.

Informational lobbying

Information is commonly seen as a key aspect for gaining access to policymakers 
and influence over policy decisions (cf. Nownes and Newmark 2016; Wright 1996). 
Moreover, some factors are often assumed to explain lobbying success because of 
the informational value they carry. For example, Bouwen (2004) argues that large 
and resourceful groups enjoy more access to EU institution because of the amount 
and type of information they are able to provide. Others assume that business 
groups are especially influential because of the informational advantage they have 
compared to other groups (Dür 2008a; Eising and Spohr 2017; Yackee and Yackee 
2006). However, relatively little research has tested the direct effect of information 
on lobbying success. While formal theoretical accounts of informational lobbying 
illustrated how information can influence decision-making (Austen-Smith 1993; 
Austen-Smith and Wright 1992; Hall and Deardorff 2006; Lohmann 1998), some 
notable exceptions examine informational lobbying empirically and give valuable 
insights this paper aims to expand on.

2  www.govli​s.eu.

https://www.govlis.eu
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For example, Dür et  al. (2015) test the effect of technical information on lob-
bying success in the EU context and conclude that technical information decreases 
the positional distance between the EU commission and the advocate. Similarly, 
Burstein and Hirsh (2007) test the effect of information on bill enactment and 
observe an effect for information about the effectiveness provided by supporters 
on whether a policy proposal was enacted. Klüver (2011b) finds that the informa-
tion that is supplied by a camp increases lobbying success. Lastly, Tallberg et  al. 
(2018) study lobby influence in International Organisations (IO) and find informa-
tion to positively affect perceived influence in some IOs. While these studies pro-
vide evidence that information is effective, they consider either one type of infor-
mation only or information in general. Knowledge about the effect of information 
about public preferences remains scarce as well as conditions under which infor-
mation is more effective. This paper considers that interest groups possess different 
kinds of information and gauges the effects of such types on lobbying success. It 
also examines whether the effect of information on lobbying success depends on 
issue characteristics.

Resource exchange and dependency

The relationship between interest groups and policymakers has often been portrayed 
as an exchange relationship as both have to rely on each other for some resources 
(for a review see Berkhout 2013). One of the resources policymakers have to rely on 
interest groups for is information (Bouwen 2002).

Following De Bruycker’s (2016) two modes of information supply, the paper dis-
tinguishes between expert information, referring to information on technical details, 
the effectiveness of a policy, its legal aspects and the economic impact (ibid., 599) 
and information on public preferences, considering information on public and con-
stituents’ preferences, electoral consequences or moral concerns (De Bruycker 2016, 
p. 601). So how can such information help an actor to achieve its goals? Policymak-
ers strive to develop good public policy and to get reelected (Wright 1996, p. 82). 
To do this, policymakers need information about the effectiveness of a proposal or 
whether it will be supported by the public and relevant stakeholders (De Bruycker 
2016; Wright 1996). Policymakers often lack this information which interest groups 
can provide. This resource dependency creates an information asymmetry and infor-
mation becomes a source of influence (Ainsworth 1993; Gilligan and Krehbiel 
1989), which bears the risk of groups presenting information to their favour (Tall-
berg et  al. 2018). Consequently, policymakers decide on an outcome that reflects 
a result, which would have been (slightly) different without the exchange with the 
interest group, which implies some degree of influence (ibid.).

As mentioned, policymakers need expert information in order to design policies 
that will be effective and feasible (Wright 1996, p. 82). Interest advocates possess 
such information because of their daily work, their members’ hands-on-experience 
or because they or their constituents are directly affected by the policy issue (Mich-
alowitz 2004; Wright 1996). Such information is privately held by the advocates 
and not necessarily accessible for policymakers who therefore have to rely on the 



169Technocratic or democratic interest representation? How…

advocates for the information. For example, the national farmers’ association has 
information about the consequences of a ban of glyphosate for their members. They 
may even have studies and empirical evidence because they interact with their mem-
bers and know how such a policy would affect them. This is a strategic advantage 
over others that lack such information on technical details, facts and the economic 
impact of a new regulation.

Policymakers furthermore need information about what the public wants to 
reduce uncertainties regarding the support for a new policy (Wright 1996). Scholars 
have often referred to this as a strategy of information politics, usually employed by 
financially weaker actors to compensate the lack of expertise (Beyers 2004; Kriesi 
et  al. 2007). Given that it can be seen as an alternative route to success, it seems 
important to consider it in the equation. Democratic governments are expected to 
decide on policies that reflect public preferences (Dahl 1961) and policymakers rely 
on people’s vote during the next election (Mayhew 1974). For this reason they need 
information on how people would react to a new policy proposal. Interest groups 
learn through interactions with members, supporters and clients about their constitu-
ents’ preferences and therefore possess such information (Michalowitz 2004; Wright 
1996). Given the policymakers’ need and interest groups’ ability to provide either 
type of information, the provision of expert information and information about pub-
lic preferences is expected to increase the likelihood of lobbying success.

H1a  The more interest groups engage in the provision of expert information, the 
higher the likelihood of lobbying success. (Volume Hypothesis I)

H1b  The more interest groups engage in the provision of information on public 
preferences, the higher the likelihood of lobbying success. (Volume Hypothesis II)

Yet, although interest groups provide both types of information (De Bruycker 
2016), the emphasis may vary. Hence, the composition of information that is pro-
vided plays a role as well. By virtue of the organisational tension (Berkhout et al. 
2017b) some advocates may consider the provision of expert information as more 
relevant, while others prefer to predominantly transmit information on public prefer-
ences to represent their constituents’ interests.

Looking at the information portfolios of interest groups, previous studies found 
that groups provide more expert information than political information (Baum-
gartner et  al. 2009; Burstein 2014; Nownes and Newmark 2016). Interest groups 
consider this type of information as possibily more efficient for increasing their like-
lihood of success. Moreover, the strategic advantage of expert information may be 
higher which allows for negotiating from a better position. Expert information typi-
cally refers to private information that only particular groups can provide, whereas 
information on public preferences may be more accessible to policymakers so that 
they do not have to rely on interest groups for the information (Dür 2008a). Moreo-
ver, policymakers may learn about constituency preferences through other channels 
at lower costs. Hence, the strategic advantage to have such information as an interest 
group is considerably lower. Another hypothesis therefore expects:
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H2  The higher the relative emphasis on expert information, the higher the likeli-
hood of lobbying success. (Composition Hypothesis)

However, because of the resource interdependency ‘organizations can become 
subject to pressures from those organizations that control the resources they need’ 
(Bouwen 2002, p. 368). De Bruycker argues that information on public prefer-
ences allows interest groups to exert a considerable amount of pressure which 
could aid advocacy success under certain circumstances. Thus, under which con-
ditions are policymakers especially vulnerable to such pressures?

Public support and scrutiny are factors that are likely to increase the chance of 
success of strategies that exert pressure on policymakers (De Bruycker 2016, p. 600; 
Kriesi et al. 2007). For example, if public support for an actors’ position increases, 
so should the amount of pressure the actor can exert on policymakers. Public sup-
port is a valuable resource for interest groups to have. Public opinion plays an 
important role for decision-making as policymakers rely on the public’s votes for 
the next election (Mayhew 1974). Interest groups may want different things than the 
public in which case policymakers have to weigh the costs of going one way or the 
other. However, the likelihood of lobbying success should be considerably higher 
when the advocates have a high share of the public on their side (Rasmussen et al. 
2018). It allows interest groups to demonstrate public support and compliance and 
will make it difficult for policymakers to go against public opinion. Hence, the pro-
vision of information on public preferences may be more effective when the actor 
credibly enjoys large public support as it increases the pressure.

Moreover, public salience of an issue may affect whether an actor increases the 
chances of success when providing information on public preferences. Research 
has found that political information is used more when public salience is higher 
(Mahoney 2008). Hence, if an issue is under higher public scrutiny, policymakers 
cannot easily follow particular interests but have to critically evaluate the posi-
tions of all actors. The pressure that actors exert if public scrutiny is higher can 
be ignored less when the public is able to critically monitor how policymakers act 
upon a policy decision.

Lastly, scholars have argued that policymakers need information particularly on 
complex issues (Klüver 2011a) which require predominantly technical and special-
ised expert information (Mahoney 2008). The need for information on such aspects 
should therefore increase with the complexity of an issue (Klüver 2011a) and so 
should the chance of lobbying success for the actor providing such information. 
Regulatory issues, as an example, are very technical and require more expertise 
on specific details than redistributive or distributive issues. Hence, actors that have 
expert information are more likely to be successful where the demand for such infor-
mation is greater. In sum, some issue characteristics are expected to determine the 
effectiveness of both types of information on lobbying success.

H3a  The effect of information about public preferences on lobbying success 
increases with the share of public support the actor providing the information 
enjoys. (Pressure Hypothesis I)
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H3b  The effect of information about public preferences on lobbying success 
increases with the public salience of a policy issue. (Pressure Hypothesis II)

H3c  The effect of expert information on lobbying success is higher on regulatory 
issues than on other issues. (Demand Hypothesis)

Research design

The hypotheses will be tested using data collected within the larger GovLis  pro-
ject  (Rasmussen et  al. 2018). The dataset includes information on public opinion 
and interest group activity on 50 specific policy issues in five West European coun-
tries (Germany, Denmark, Sweden, the UK and the Netherlands). The selection 
of cases considers variation in the degree to which interest groups are involved in 
policymaking; the UK being a country in which the interest group system is char-
acterised as pluralist, while the Netherlands, Germany, Sweden and Denmark show 
different degrees of corporatism (Jahn 2016). Although some interest organisations 
may mobilise to push general policy in a more right or left wing direction, most lob-
bying activities are targeted at specific policy proposals (cf. Berkhout et al. 2017a), 
which is why the effect of information on lobbying success will be tested on spe-
cific policy issues. Each issue constitutes a concrete policy proposal to change the 
status quo, and the issues in the sample were selected as a stratified random sam-
ple from issues that occurred in nationally representative public opinion polls. The 
issues vary, moreover, with regard to salience, public support and policy type as 
these aspects are likely to have an impact on lobbying success. Issues in the sample 
concern for example the question whether to raise the retirement age or to cutting 
coal subsidies (see Appendix A for a full list of the policy issues in Supplemental 
Online Material).

In addition to information at the level of policy issues, the dataset considers vari-
ables at the actor level because the final unit of analysis is an actor on an issue. Actors 
are defined based on their observable, policy-related activities which follows a behav-
ioural definition of interest groups (Baumgartner et  al. 2009). Different steps were 
taken to identify the actors that mobilised on an issue. First, student assistants coded 
interest group statements on the specific policy issue in two major newspapers3 in each 
country for a period of 4 years (Gilens 2012) or until the policy changed. Second, inter-
views with civil servants that have worked on the issue during our observation period 
(82% response rate) helped to complement the list of advocates that have mobilised on 
the issues. Lastly, desk research of formal tools and interactions such as public hearings 
or consultations was conducted in order to identify more relevant actors. From Decem-
ber 2016 until April 2017, an online survey was distributed amongst 1410 advocates 
identified as active on the specific issues. 380 answered the questions regarding the 

3  Denmark: Politiken and Jyllands-Posten; Germany: Sueddeutsche Zeitung and Frankfurther Allge-
meine Zeitung; Netherlands: De Volkskrant and NRC Handelsblad; Sweden: Dagens Nyheter and Sven-
ska Dagbladet; United Kingdom: The Guardian and The Telegraph.
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variables relevant for the analysis in this paper (see Appendix B1 for response rates in 
Supplemental Online Material), which results in a response rate of 27%.

Dependent variable

There are different ways of measuring lobbying success. While many studies use the 
preference attainment approach (Dür 2008b; Mahoney 2008; Rasmussen et al. 2018), 
this paper measures ‘perceived influence’ (Binderkrantz and Rasmussen 2015; Tall-
berg et al. 2018). While similar, these two approaches capture different meanings of 
influence (Pedersen 2013). The preference attainment approach is a rather ‘hard’ way 
of measuring lobbying success, predominantly capturing the first face of power, i.e. 
directly controlling the policy outcome. This measure does not consider that actors may 
have achieved smaller successes or side-deals. While this objective way of measuring 
success ensures a higher external validity (Dür 2008b), it may underestimate the effect 
of a subtle mechanism like information provision. The perceived influence measure, 
on the other hand, allows to gauge the impact of such an unobtrusive mechanism and 
to capture both formal and informal ways of influence (Binderkrantz and Rasmussen 
2015). Given that one piece of information is not necessarily expected to change a 
policy, but result in smaller, more subtle changes, the effect of information provision 
on lobbying success is thus assessed using the perceived influence approach (Tallberg 
et al. 2018). Perceived Influence was measured by a question in the survey asking about 
the perceived impact an actor had on a policy issue, 1 meaning no impact at all, while 
11 notes extremely high impact. There are some disadvantages regarding the measure 
of perceived influence. First, groups may have incentives to over- or underestimate 
their influence to demonstrate their supporters how powerful they are or to downplay 
their influence to avoid counter-mobilisation (Binderkrantz and Rasmussen 2015; Dür 
2008b; Tallberg et al. 2018). Yet, Pedersen did not find that any type of group is more 
likely to be dishonest (2013), which is supported by Tallberg et al. (2018). Moreover, 
over- or underestimation should be less of a problem in an anonymous survey where 
neither members nor other groups to which the group may want to signal its relevance 
have access to the information (Binderkrantz and Rasmussen 2015). Second, groups 
may have unreliable knowledge as to how influential they are (ibid.). Yet, given that the 
paper looks primarily at the difference between the two types of information, there is 
no reason to suspect that the lack of knowledge plays out more for one dimension than 
for the other (cf. ibid. for a similar argument). While both measures have advantages 
and disadvantage, the paper takes the perceived influence approach, allowing to gauge 
also smaller lobbying success that may result from information provision. Nevertheless, 
the paper provides an analysis using the preference attainment approach as an alterna-
tive measure in the robustness section.

Independent variables

Hypothesis 1 tests the effect of providing different types of information on lobby-
ing success. Information provision was measured by asking survey respondents how 
often certain arguments have been used (Appendix B2 provides an overview of the 
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survey questions in Supplemental Online Material). Expert information consists of 
arguments referring to (a) facts and scientific evidence, (b) feasibility and effective-
ness of the proposed policy, (c) economic impact for the country and (d) compat-
ibility with existing legislation (De Bruycker 2016, p. 601). The answer categories 
range from 1 to 5, and the values for the different arguments were added and divided 
by four. Information on Public Preferences is based on arguments referring to public 
support on the issues (ibid.) as well as fairness and moral principles (Nownes and 
Newmark 2016). The second proxy ensures that not only information about general 
public opinion is included, but also how a policy will affect organisations and/or 
certain segments of society (Burstein 2014; Nownes and Newmark 2016). Again, 
the items were added and divided by two so that the final variable ranges from 1 
to 5. Hypothesis 2 tests the effect of an actor placing a higher emphasis on expert 
information.4 Relative Expert Information is calculated by subtracting the amount of 
information on public preferences from expert information, which is then divided by 
their sum.5 Values larger than zero indicate that the actor emphasised expert infor-
mation, while values smaller than zero indicate a higher emphasis on information 
on public preferences. Hypothesis 3a tests the moderating effect of public support 
for information about public preferences. The variable Public Support for an Actor 
measures the share of the public an actor had on its side on an issue and is based 
on public opinion data and the actor’s position.6 Hypothesis 3b explores whether 
the effect of information about public preferences increases when public salience 
increases. Saliency measures the log of the average number of articles containing a 
statement that have been published on an issue per day in the two coded newspapers 
during the observation period. Hypothesis 3c assesses the effect of expert informa-
tion on regulatory issues. The variable Policy Type distinguishes between redistribu-
tive, distributive and regulatory issues (Lowi 1964), whereby the final binary vari-
able reports a 1 for regulatory and a 0 for redistributive and distributive issues.

Control variables

Influencing policy outcomes is a complex endeavour, and success depends on 
multiple factors. The analysis therefore controls for a number of aspects. First, the 
analysis considers the alternative explanation that lobbying success is a function of 
other resources than information and hence includes Economic Resources as well as 

4  One could argue that it may be difficult for survey respondents to clearly distinguish between the two 
types of information as technical arguments can also include a normative judgment. De Bruycker (2016) 
compares how often interview respondents indicated to have used different information types to how 
often such information types have been identified using hand-coding and comes to the same conclusion, 
which suggests that respondents can identify different information types.
5  This resembles a measure used by Dür and Mateo (2013) to calculate the relative inside strategy com-
pared to outside strategies by interest groups.
6  As an indicator of the extent to which the actor could rely on public expressions of support, one could 
potentially also use a variable asking how important respondents considered organising protests or other 
activities mobilising the public. All analyses have been run using such an alternative measure instead, 
which, however, does not alter the results (see Appendix H in Supplemental Online Material).
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Perceived Media Attention (Tallberg et al. 2018). One survey question asks about the 
extent to which an actor agreed to have spent a large amount of economic resources 
on lobbying activities for the policy issue. A second question probes the extent to 
which the actor agreed to have a high level of media attention for their activities to 
scrutinise the effect of outside lobbying strategies. Respondents could answer on a 
five-point agreement scale with five indicating strong agreement.

The analysis furthermore considers different types of advocates, because business 
actors are often assumed to more likely attain their preferences (Bunea 2013; Yackee 
and Yackee 2006). The variable Interest Group Type (see Appendix C for an over-
view of the different actor types in Supplemental Online Material)7 distinguishes 
between (1) citizen groups, including public interest groups and hobby & identity 
groups, (2) professional groups, covering trade unions and occupational groups, (3) 
business groups, including firms and business associations and (4) experts and oth-
ers, encompassing individual experts, think tanks and institutional association.

The variable Camp Support considers that lobbying is a collective enterprise 
(Klüver 2011b) and controls whether a more one-sided mobilisation is likely to 
increase lobbying success (Mahoney 2008). It is operationalised as the share of 
advocates on the same side of an actor. The variable Pro Change indicates a 1 for 
actors favouring policy change and a 0 for those that want to keep the status quo 
which is included as actors aiming to challenge the status quo need to invest more to 
convince policymakers to risk unforeseeable consequences and are hence less likely 
to achieve their goal (Baumgartner et al. 2009). Lastly, Organisational Salience con-
trols how important an actor considered an issue as this may affect the lobbying 
strategy and intensity and hence success. This variable is measured on a five-point 
scale, asking how important an actor considered an issue compared to other issues. 
Appendix D presents an overview of all variables including a correlation matrix in 
Supplemental Online Material.

Analysis

The level of observation are advocates who are nested in policy issues. Given that 
the models include variables both at the actor and the issue level, all models are run 
as multilevel models with random intercepts for policy issues to account for the het-
erogeneity of different policy issues and country fixed effects. The models presented 
in the analysis are OLS regression models.8 All models have been built stepwise 
(Appendix F in Supplemental Online Material), whereas Table 1 presents only the 
full models including all controls.

Model 1 tests Hypotheses 1a and 1b which argued that higher amounts of either 
type of information increase the likelihood of lobbying success. In line with Hypoth-
esis 1a, there is a positive and significant effect for expert information (p < 0.001). 

7  An intercoder reliability test on the same sample resulted in a Krippendorff’s alpha of 0.92 in distin-
guishing these different actor types (effective n = 50, 2 raters).
8  See Appendix E for alternative model specification in Supplemental Online Material.
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Table 1   Multilevel OLS regression for perceived influence (SEs in parentheses)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

H1a: Expert information 1.03*** 1.03*** 1.03*** 1.04***
(0.17) (0.17) (0.17) (0.21)

H1b: Info public preferences − 0.43** − 0.45 − 0.65* − 0.43**
(0.13) (0.29) (0.27) (0.13)

H2: Relative expert information 3.08***
(0.70)

H3a: Public support for actor * info public 0.02
(0.48)

H3b: Salience * info public − 0.06
(0.07)

H3c: Regulatory * expert information − 0.02
(0.26)

Actor level controls
Group type (Ref: citizen groups)
 Professional groups 0.53 0.58 0.53 0.52 0.54

(0.38) (0.39) (0.38) (0.38) (0.38)
 Business and firms − 0.84* − 0.91* − 0.84* − 0.85* − 0.84*

(0.39) (0.40) (0.39) (0.39) (0.39)
 Experts & Co − 0.68* − 0.67+ − 0.68* − 0.68* − 0.67*

(0.34) (0.35) (0.34) (0.34) (0.34)
Economic resources 0.14 0.22+ 0.14 0.15 0.14

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Perceived media attention 0.91*** 1.11*** 0.91*** 0.91*** 0.91***

(0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13)
Pro change − 0.03 − 0.06 − 0.03 − 0.04 − 0.03

(0.27) (0.28) (0.27) (0.27) (0.27)
Camp support 1.11+ 0.95 1.11+ 1.13+ 1.11+

(0.61) (0.63) (0.61) (0.61) (0.61)
Public support for actor 1.11+ 1.15+ 1.04 1.04 1.12+

(0.65) (0.66) (1.54) (0.65) (0.65)
Org. salience 0.06 0.20+ 0.05 0.06 0.06

(0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)
Issue level controls
Salience 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.22 0.01

(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.25) (0.10)
Regulatory issue 0.58* 0.53* 0.58* 0.57* 0.66

(0.25) (0.26) (0.26) (0.25) (0.94)
Country (Ref: Germany)
 UK − 0.56 − 0.35 − 0.56 − 0.62 − 0.56

(0.49) (0.50) (0.49) (0.49) (0.49)
 Denmark − 0.36 − 0.48 − 0.36 − 0.38 − 0.36

(0.45) (0.46) (0.45) (0.45) (0.45)
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Hence, in line with previous work in the US or EU context that argues that informa-
tion is a valuable exchange good (Bouwen 2002), the results confirm that expert 
information increases the likelihood of lobbying success (Burstein and Hirsh 2007; 
Dür et al. 2015). However, Model 1 also shows that Hypothesis 1b cannot be con-
firmed. In fact, the effect of information on public preferences is negative (p < 0.01). 

Table 1   (continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

 Sweden 0.53 0.45 0.53 0.51 0.53
(0.47) (0.48) (0.47) (0.47) (0.47)

 Netherlands 1.26** 1.26** 1.26** 1.21** 1.26**
(0.44) (0.45) (0.44) (0.45) (0.44)

Constant − 2.01* − 1.27 − 1.97+ − 1.23 − 2.05*
(0.89) (0.89) (1.16) (1.22) (1.01)

Policy issue intercept Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
N actors 380 380 380 380 380
N issues 46 46 46 46 46
AIC 1751 1768 1753 1752 1753

Vif scores range from 1.15 to 3.07, suggesting that multicollinearity is not a problem
+ p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Fig. 1   The effect of expert information (red, dashed) and information about public preferences (black, 
solid) on perceived influence. (Color figure online)
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Figure  1 presents the predicted margins and compares the effect of expert infor-
mation and information on public preferences on lobbying success. While the red, 
dashed line shows a positive increase on perceived influence from low levels of 
expert information to high levels of expert information, the black, solid graph shows 
a reversed pattern for information on public preferences.

However, stepwise model building shows that the coefficient for information on 
public preferences only becomes negative in the full model when controlling for 
media attention or expert information (see Appendix F in Supplemental Online 
Material). Outside lobbying has often been seen as a ‘weapon of the weak’ (Berk-
hout 2013), and the negative effect of information on public preferences may rather 
be a result of weaker actors than the information itself. However, this also means 
that while some argue that information politics is used by actors with less resources 
(Beyers 2004; Kriesi et al. 2007), providing such information cannot be seen as an 
alternative route to lobbying success. Furthermore, the coefficient of information on 
public preferences also becomes negative when controlling for expert information. 
Interest groups often provide both types of information, and the possession of one 
type is likely to affect the provision of another type.9 Yet when controlling for expert 
information it becomes clear, that eventually it is expert information that matters. 
Hence, one should thus consider both types of information, irrespective of whether 
one aims at explaining information provision (De Bruycker 2016; Mahoney 2008) 
or lobbying success as a function of information provision (Chalmers 2011; Klüver 
2011b; Tallberg et  al. 2018). Another potential reason for the negative effect for 
information about public preferences might lie in the issue itself as some issues can-
not be easily addressed with technical expertise. For example, some issues are quite 
controversial as they imply a moral or ideological stance. Public exposure resulting 
from the controversy of the issue may make it difficult for policymakers to change 
sides. Interest groups trying to lobby policymakers by providing information about 
public preferences may find it hard to get their preferred outcome. Appendix G 
(Supplemental Online Material) looks more into this, including a model controlling 
for the controversy of an issue, which, however, does not alter the results.

Model 2 tests Hypothesis 2, which argued that the composition of information 
has an effect on lobbying success. The effect for this relative measure is positive and 
significant (p < 0.001), which suggests that actors who emphasise expert information 
perceive their lobbying efforts as more successful. This contributes to research argu-
ing that information provision increases lobbying success (Bouwen 2002; Chalmers 
2011; Klüver 2011b; Nownes 2006; Tallberg et al. 2018; Wright 1996) by showing 
that it is not about any type of information but primarily about expert information. 
However, the effect only becomes significant when controlling for actor level vari-
ables, the interpretation should therefore be cautious. Models 3–5 test Hypotheses 
3a–c, scrutinising whether the effect of either type of information is stronger under 
certain circumstances. Yet, none of the interaction effects shows significant results. 
So while some research argues that information provision and lobbying success 
is context-dependent (De Bruycker 2016; Mahoney 2008), the results here do not 

9  The correlation between these two variables is 0.52, but not problematic (Vif < 2).
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indicate that the two modes of information supply are more effective under certain 
circumstances. This also means that, in order to be successful, advocates have to 
provide a certain amount of expert information, irrespective of how much public 
pressure or demand there is.

With regard to the control variables, Models 1, 2 and 5 show positive effects for 
public support for an actor on lobby success (p < 0.10), which confirms recent results 
(Rasmussen et al. 2018). Moreover, four of the five models show a positive effect of 
having a camp’s support for lobbying success (p < 0.10) (Mahoney 2008). There is 
little to no effect of economic resources, which is also in line with previous stud-
ies (Baumgartner et al. 2009; Mahoney 2008). Business groups as well as experts 
perceive their lobbying activities as less successful than citizen groups (p < 0.10 or 
lower). Perceived media attention has a strong positive effect on lobbying success 
in all models (p < 0.001), which indicates that those that have gained more media 
attention consider their activities as more successful. However, a potential reason for 
this effect could be the perceived influence measure itself. For example, actors might 
see placing an item on the public agenda as successful lobbying. Yet, the theoretical 
argument is about how information provision affects advocacy success when lobby-
ing policymakers and the survey question asks about success on political decisions. 
The variable perceived media attention, therefore, is included to control for any kind 
of media success. Nevertheless, Appendix I (Supplemental Online Material) dis-
cusses this more in detail and provides further analysis. For example, Table I in Sup-
plemental Online Material presents models excluding media attention, showing that 
the effect for expert information stays the same, while the significance for informa-
tion about public preferences drops to p = 0.052.

Furthermore, the effect for organisational salience is significant in one of the five 
models, which does not indicate strong evidence that the importance actors devote 
to an issue affects their perceived lobbying success. Four models show furthermore 
positive and significant effects for regulatory issues (p < 0.05), which means that on 
such issues the chance of lobbying success increases. Even though the interaction 
term was not significant, it could suggest that the demand for interest groups is high-
est on such issues which increase the chance of success. Lastly, interest groups in 
the Netherlands perceive themselves as more successful than in Germany (p < 0.01). 
A potential reason could be that the Netherlands has become more corporatist over 
the years (Jahn 2016, p. 60) which could explain why Dutch advocates feel more 
included in policymaking. However, this certainly needs further research with a 
larger sample of countries.

Robustness and limitations

As discussed in the research design section, the perceived influence measure 
has some disadvantages as it is a measure based on perception. As a robustness 
check, the analyses therefore have been conducted with the alternative preference 
attainment approach (Dür 2008b). Preference attainment measures whether a pol-
icy outcome is congruent with an actor’s position on an issue (see Appendix J 
in Supplemental Online Material for how preference attainment was measured). 
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Using this alternative measure of lobbying success reveals similar results (see 
Appendix J in Supplemental Online Material): The effect of expert information 
is positive (p < 0.1), while the effect of information about public preferences is 
negative (p < 0.05). Moreover, the composition of information has a positive and 
significant effect (p < 0.05). Figure 2 shows the predicted probabilities for success 
across the observed range of the combined measure. The predicted probabilities 
range from 40% for actors predominantly providing information on public prefer-
ences to 73% for actors predominantly focusing on expert information.

These results, however, should be interpreted with caution. All models have 
been built stepwise, yet the main effects only become significant in the full 
model. This underlines the caveat mentioned earlier that the test of an effect of 
information types on preference attainment is a hard test for a subtle mechanism. 
However, it also highlights that lobbying success is determined by many factors 
and not one single factor alone. The effects become significant after controlling 
for economic resources and camp support. This could indicate that the effect of 
information on lobbying success depends on how good the information is and that 
the actual effect of information is only significant after taking out variation of 
factors determining the quality of the information. It is unclear what makes infor-
mation ‘good’ information, yet we know that in order to be efficient information 
has to be costly (Wright 1996). Moreover, information provided by an actor who 
enjoys broad support can signal information in a much more credible manner and 
policymakers are especially receptive for credible information (Beyers 2004; De 
Bruycker 2016).

Fig. 2   Predicted probabilities for preference attainment for different levels of relative expert information



180	 L. Flöthe 

Some other limitations of the study concern the venue and target of information 
provision as the study did not consider that interest groups use different channels 
to provide their information. The amount and the effect of information on public 
preferences may be different when considering the outside arena only. However, the 
study intended to look at information transmission to policymakers to gauge effects 
on decision-making on policies. Yet again, information provision may differ depend-
ing on whether the target of information is a bureaucrat or a parliamentarian, which 
the analysis cannot distinguish. Studies that can do so may find more fine-grained 
effects for different targets of information. Another caveat may refer to non-response 
bias of the survey respondents. While the overall response rate is within the mar-
gin of what is considered to be typical for interest group surveys (Marchetti 2015), 
there are some differences across countries. Yet, the paper does not aim at theoris-
ing about country differences but rather at generalising towards North West Euro-
pean policy advocates, which should be kept in mind when interpreting the findings. 
Summarising, the results do not provide crystal clear evidence and indicate some of 
the challenges of analysing the subtle effects of information transmission on policy-
making. Yet, given that a lot of research works with the assumption that information 
matters, the empirical assessment in a cross-sectional cross-national context yields 
new insights and allows the tentative conclusion: The provision of expert informa-
tion enhances the chance of lobbying success, while the effect of information on 
public preferences is, if any, negative.

Conclusion

The paper started from the argument that lobbying success is a function of the infor-
mation that interest groups provide. While information has long been seen as a key 
aspect of lobbying success (Austen-Smith 1993; Hall and Deardorff 2006; Wright 
1996), little research has directly tested the effect of information provision on lob-
bying success empirically. This paper offers an empirical assessment of different 
types of information on lobbying success in a set of five West European countries 
on a variety of specific policy issues. Few studies in the US or at the EU level have 
either looked at information in general or at the provision of technical information 
only (Burstein and Hirsh 2007; Dür et al. 2015; Klüver 2011b; Tallberg et al. 2018). 
Given that theories of informational lobbying argue that policymakers need both 
expert information and information on public preferences (Nownes 2006; Wright 
1996), the paper argued that in order to understand the effectiveness of informa-
tional lobbying and interest representation more generally, political information 
needs to be added to the equation.

The results show that actors increase their likelihood of lobbying success when 
they provide expert information. This confirms existing studies (Burstein and Hirsh 
2007; Dür et al. 2015) but expands these insights to a cross-national context. How-
ever, contrary to the expectation that both types of information should matter, the 
findings highlight that lobbying success is only the result of the provision of one 
of them. In contrast, actors engaging in more pressure-based information provision 
do not increase their chance of achieving their goals across issues in the sample. 
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So while information politics has often been seen as a weapon of the weak (Bey-
ers 2004; Kriesi et  al. 2007), the analysis illustrates that such information cannot 
compensate. Moreover, the effect of either type of information does not increase as 
demand for such information or public pressure increases.

The findings have implications for democratic interest representation. The fact 
that groups need expert information (instead of information on public preferences) 
could disadvantage those that are less well equipped to provide such information. 
Moreover, it could mean that policy decisions are rather made in the light of tech-
nical considerations than of what different constituents want (De Bruycker 2016). 
It speaks to the organisational dilemma interest groups face (cf. Berkhout et  al. 
2017b), i.e. the tension whether to cater to constituents or meet the demands of 
policymakers, which results in a more technocratic (and maybe less democratic?) 
form of interest representation. For interest groups it seems to be more valuable to 
provide expert information, potentially because its strategic value is considerably 
higher. Expert information is difficult to access for policymakers, and other actors 
not working in the respective policy field. Therefore, having such information seems 
to be the comparative advantage for interest groups. Moreover, the demand for infor-
mation on public preferences may be lower as policymakers have other sources to 
acquire such knowledge, which makes the strategic value of this type of informa-
tion lower. Nevertheless, interest groups employ various strategies when lobbying 
policymakers and may consider expertise-information supply as most efficient to 
also represent their constituents’ interest. For example, advocates may simply frame 
their constituents’ demands in a much more technical way to convince policymakers 
of their preferred direction. As this paper shows, they are well advised to provide 
expert information to be successful.
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