
 
 
 

ARENA 
Working Papers 

WP 02/39 
 
 

Voice and access 
Political practices of diffuse and specific interest  

associations in European policy making 
 

By  

Jan Beyers 

 
University of Leuven, Instituut voor Internationaal en Europees Beleid 

University of Oslo, ARENA 
 
 

 
 
 

Abstract 
This article examines to what extent interest associations combine public political campaigning with 

seeking access to policy networks. Two theoretical approaches explaining choice of influence strategies 

are presented; one focusing on the interest association itself and another considering the institutional 

context in which political activities are embedded. Empirically we look at Euro-level interest 

mobilisation. In the literature on the EU the notion of network governance is dominant; that is, by 

drawing on expert knowledge and by inclusion of private and public actors, government becomes de-

politicised. In general, gaining access to policy networks is viewed as more relevant than public 

campaigning, and so societal interests prefer access strategies instead of publicly politicising their 

demands. However, our evidence collected among public officials and interest associations challenges 

this view. We find no contradiction between both forms of political mobilisation and we observe that, 

in general, associations both use and combine voice and access strategies. It is also demonstrated that, 

although the institutional supply of access might be somewhat biased in favour of specific interests, the 

EU contains important opportunities for those who aim to expand the scope of political conflict. In 

particular, we show that institutions such as the European Parliament, but to some extent also the 

Council, considerably attract attempts to politicise demands publicly.  

 

 

 

 



Introduction 
Are interest associations that use inside lobby strategies less inclined to express their 

demands in public? Or do they combine public political practices, voice, with the 

seeking of access to policy networks? Which associations are more likely to do this? 

And do those with access avoid the use of public strategies? Few have systematically 

examined these questions; whether and how the seeking of access is combined with 

public forms of political action has inspired only a relatively small set of researchers.1 

On the one hand, not many public policy analysts systematically take into account 

public campaigning. Most research has been focused on lobbying, the exchange of 

expertise and knowledge in networks between societal interests and state 

representatives. On the other hand, scholars of social movements usually do not pay 

systematic attention to what they call ‘routine forms of politics’.  

 

The aim of this article is to investigate whether the interests on whose behalf political 

mobilisation takes place, and/or the institutional context wherein influence attempts 

are embedded, explain the choice of political strategies. In doing this we contrast two 

different theoretical understanding about political mobilisation.  

 

                                                 
1Acknowledgements. The research reported here was sponsored by research grant G.0160.98 from the 

Fund for Scientific Research-Flanders (Belgium). A preliminary draft of the paper has been presented 

at the ECPR Joint Sessions in Grenoble (France) April 2001 and a research seminar at the 

Wissenschaftzentrum Berlin for Sozialforschung (WZB) (Germany) September 2002. The paper was 

finalised during a research stay at ARENA, University of Oslo (Norway) in 2002. In particular, I would 

like to thank the following colleagues for their comments, their constructive suggestions and the 

extensive exchange of ideas; Pieter Bouwen, James Caporaso, Jeff Checkel, Bernhard Wessels, Maya 

Jegen, Bart Kerremans, Hans-Peter Kriesi, Caroline Steensels, Ulf Sverdrup, Peter Vermeersch and 

especially John-Erik Fossum. I would also like to express my gratitude towards the respondents of 

interest groups and government institutions for their willingness to participate in this research. 

 
1 Exceptions include: Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, ‘Agenda Dynamics and Policy 

Subsystems’, The Journal of Politics, 53 (1991), 1044-1074; Thomas L. Gais and Jack L. Walker Jr., 

‘Pathways to Influence in American Politics’ in Jack L. Walker Jr., ed., Mobilizing Interests Groups in 

America. Patrons, Professions, and Social Movements (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 

1991), pp. 103-122; Ken Kollman, Outside Lobbying. Public Opinion and Interest Group Strategies 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998).  
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To begin with, interest associations can be seen as organisations whose survival 

depends to a great extent on the support of members and sympathisers. Therefore, 

they mobilise resources that are useful in order to sustain continued support from their 

constituencies. Costly strategies are avoided and the resources available to them (such 

as size and structure of its constituency, its expertise and its networks) explain the use 

of particular strategies. For instance, associations with access to key policy-makers 

capitalise on this position and invest further in access strategies. They are less likely 

to invest in grass roots mobilisation and make their demands public. Peripheral and 

marginal associations use public strategies more extensively. Because they do not 

gain access, they are tempted to provoke a public debate on the issues they care about. 

Further, their peripheral position tends to be reinforced by a predisposition among 

policy-makers to consider the input of those who deliver policy-relevant expertise 

rather than to listen to the voices of those making public noise.  

 

This article shows that this resource mobilisation model does not adequately explain 

the interest associations’ political strategies. In general, this perspective depicts 

interest associations as prisoners of their own capabilities and does not account for the 

institutional environment in which they operate. An alternative theoretical perspective 

posits that the institutional environment shapes political strategies. This means that 

institutional variability leads to incentives or constraints factoring into the emergence 

of particular political practices. Interest associations rarely face one monolithic 

government. Especially in polities composed of different arenas and layers offering 

multiple access points for political demands, such as federal systems or the multi-

layered European Union (EU hereafter), each institutional actor plays a specific role 

in the policy process. In these systems different institutions are to a varying degree 

targeted by different sorts of societal interests and their respective influence strategies.  

 

The first part of the article delves deeper into these two perspectives and the second 

part provides an empirical analysis based on an original dataset. The theoretical part 

connects different mobilisation strategies with a) the type of interest on which an 

association mobilises, b) the presumed nature of public policy-making and c) the fact 

that multi-actor systems offer multiple access points. The second part presents a first 

test of the established hypotheses and focuses on Euro-level political mobilisation. EU 

policy-making is a relevant case because, some recent exceptions notwithstanding, the 
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mainstream political science literature on European policy-making has somewhat 

ignored public political practices as a potential influence strategy.2 To some extent 

this ignorance is hardly surprising. Historical evidence suggests that most European 

institutions were intentionally designed to avoid public debates on any problem of 

European policy-making.3 And although the dominant schools in the field, early neo-

functionalism and contemporary intergovernmentalism, disagree on many things, they 

share a rather technocratic conception of EU policy-making, a view which tends to 

downplay the relevance of public political practices.4 In contrast to a substantial part 

of the literature, our analyses show that public political practices are quite important 

in the EU and that, in general, interest associations tend to combine the seeking of 

access with public voice.  

 

Voice and access 

This section defines key concepts – voice and access – and establishes some 

propositions regarding how these political practices may relate to each other. One 

problem here is that the way in which the literature has conceptualised voice as 

distinct from access differs widely. We restrict ourselves to two representative 

examples.5 Hirschman, for instance, defined voice as ‘any attempt at all to change, 

rather than to escape from, an objective state of affairs… through various types of 

actions and protests, including those that are meant to mobilize public opinion’. In an 

article on ‘Voice in a Future Europe’, Opp equates voice with political protest and 

                                                 
2 Important recent exceptions include: Doug Imig and Sidney Tarrow, Contentious Europeans. Protest 

and Politics in an Emerging Polity (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001); Uwe K.H. Reising, 

‘Domestic and supranational political opportunities: European protest in selected countries 1980-1995’, 

European Integration online Paper (EIoP), 2 (1998), http://eiop.or.at/eiop/. 
3 For an overview see, William Wallace and Julie Smith. ‘Democracy or Technocracy? European 

Integration and the Problem of Popular Consent’ in Jack Hayward, ed., The Crisis of Representation in 

Europe (London: Frank Cass, 1995), pp. 137-157. 
4 Ernst B. Haas, The Uniting of Europe: Political, Social, and Economical Forces 1950-1957 (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 1958), p. 616; Leon N. Lindberg and Stuart A. Scheingold, Europe's Would-

Be Polity (London: Prentice-Hall. 1970), pp. 50-62; Andrew Moravcsik, Why the European Union 

Strengthens the State: Domestic Politics and International Cooperation (Center for European Studies, 

Harvard University, 1994), pp. 54-57. 
5 Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, Voice and Loyality. Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations and 

States (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), p. 30; Karl-Dieter Opp, ‘The Role of Voice in a 

Future Europe’, Kyklos. International Review for Social Sciences, 47 (1994) 385-402, p. 385. 
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defines it as: ‘non-institutionalized action carried out to put pressure on bureaucrats 

and politicians in order to attain political goals’. Hirschman’s broad definition also 

includes so-called conventional political practices such as lobbying. Opp’s definition 

is restricted to non-institutionalised forms such as demonstrating or blocking streets; it 

excludes inside strategies, but also so-called conventional public strategies as 

petitioning or organising a press conference. Since the costs of public campaigning 

are high and the rewards low, voice is not, according to Opp, a viable strategic option 

for Euro-level societal interests and so the presumed irrelevance of voice justifies an 

analytical disconnection of access strategies from voice strategies. The idea that voice 

and access are incompatible strategies is, as will be illustrated below, quite widely 

held in the general political science literature as well as in the literature on European 

policy-making. But according to Hirschman’s original conception voice and access 

strategies are parts of the same continuum. They are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive. If this inclusive conception fits reality, then the distinction of voice and 

access as separate and incompatible strategies has to be rejected. 

 

In order to explore the (in)compatibility of voice and access, we introduce both 

concepts as separate empirical categories relating to different political arenas. Claims 

regarding the interconnection between different phenomena require an a priori 

distinction before drawing a posterior conclusions. Broadly speaking, access and 

voice correspond to different political arenas and to different pieces of information 

processed within these arenas. Access strategies basically concern the venues where 

political bargaining and deal making are going on and where political decisions are 

made. This world of advisory bodies, technical committees, agencies and, to some 

extent, parliamentary committees is not or is only partially visible to a large audience. 

Contemporary political systems, and the EU in particular, contain an incredibly 

diverse number of such, often obscure, settings. Often fierce political debates and 

struggles emerge regarding who gains access to these settings and who is accountable 

for the decisions made there. Voice strategies primarily relate to activities taking 

place in various public spheres, an arena where the communication among organised 

societal interests, policy-makers and citizens becomes visible to a broader audience. It 

is here that political campaigns are reported, that actors try to attract attention from a 

broader public and that the public opinion or the dominant opinion is constructed, i.e. 

the perceived collective product of the communication system that the public space is.  
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We define access as the channelling or exchange of policy-relevant information 

through formal or informal networks with public officials.6 Access strategies are, 

compared to voice strategies, particularly useful for the transfer of operational and 

technical information. It is in closed settings such as expert committees, agencies, 

advisory bodies and policy networks that the technical pros and cons of regulations 

can be scrutinised in detail. Actors seeking access to these arenas have to deliver 

expertise and, in order to be successful, they have to prove that their information is 

credible and valid.7 Of course, the crucial importance of technical expertise does not 

exclude the framing of technical information, the use of value-loaded arguments or 

the consideration of political insights regarding potential support and opposition. In 

some sub-arenas, for instance a parliamentary committee, such information will 

presumably play more of a role than in a technical advisory body. Crucial, however, is 

that decision-making arenas are not only - or not predominantly - driven by non-

technical information; technical information is particularly important.  

 

Voice strategies are here defined as political practices taking place in a public arena. 

These arenas are less well suited for the extensive and detailed scrutiny of information 

regarding technical and operational feasibilities. It is not that such information is 

completely irrelevant here or that it is impossible to make statements based on valid 

and reliable technical knowledge. What is important is that this information tends to 

enter the public arena in relatively small bits and pieces. A television interview takes 

                                                 
6 ‘Access’ is not equal to having influence on policy outcomes (see also Pieter Bouwen, ‘Corporate 

Lobbying in the European Union: The Logic of Access’, Journal of European Public Policy, 9 (2002), 

365-390). Here, it is assumed that network strategies are attempts to gain influence. Likewise, it is 

assumed that interest associations gaining access may possess an information advantage over other 

associations - information that might be used in elaborating policy positions, improving influence 

strategies or public campaigning. That access is not to be confused with influence can be inferred from 

the observation that some groups are negative towards gaining access because they fear losing their 

autonomy. Often, intensive debates are held among members of interests associations regarding how to 

balance access with being an autonomous critic of government.  
7 Margaret E. Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists beyond Borders. Advocacy Networks in 

International Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1998), p. 21; Mark Rhinhard, ‘The Democratic 

Legitimacy of the European Union Committee System’, Governance: An International Journal of 

Policy, Administration, and Institutions, 15 (2002) 185-210, p. 198. 
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five to ten minutes or less, an opinion letter should be no longer than one page and 

demonstrators can shout only a few slogans. Therefore, public strategies or voice 

almost inevitably force actors to select and frame information in a way that fits with 

their values, and so voice is basically used for the public communication of these 

values.  

 

In practice, the public voicing of policy positions greatly differs and often such 

strategies are directed to different publics. For example, not all public political 

practices have a radical or disruptive character. In these differences we distinguish 

two manifestations of voice: information politics on the one hand, and protest politics 

on the other. A key feature of information politics is the public presentation of 

information at strategic decision points. For instance, Greenpeace gives a press 

conference while the European Parliament (EP hereafter) debates the issue of GMOs. 

Although such practices may reach a large public, they are not always meant or 

designed to address the public at large. Often these practices signal information to key 

policy-makers or they reach specialised constituencies that are not members of the 

decision-making arena. An opinion letter by the Chair of the European Roundtable of 

Industrialists (ERT) published in the Financial Times, for example, does not reach a 

very large audience, but it will be read by financial and business elites all over 

Europe. Protest politics usually includes the public presentation of information as 

well. Yet protest politics is conceptually different from information politics in the 

sense that it implies also the explicit staging and production of events in order to 

attract attention. In addition to information politics, protest politics aims to convince 

public officials that there are constituencies (e.g. by organising demonstrations or 

letter-writing campaigns) actively supporting the positions around which mobilisation 

takes place. Protest politics not only informs public officials about potential support 

and opposition, it is meant to impress them. It also aims to demonstrate to a broad 

audience that an active and mobilised group exists, a group that cares about particular 

salient values, norms and interests.  

 

From the previous description it follows that the three categories or forms of political 

mobilisation – seeking access, information politics and protest politics - are not easy 

to separate in practice, and that they often mutually reinforce each other. For example, 

in order to inform members or sympathisers, a group can make inside strategies 
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public. Sometimes groups stimulate a public debate while at the same time they 

participate in advisory committees. The framing of problems in such committees can 

generate the slogans for a public manifestation. In this article, we focus on the extent 

to which actors combine these three different categories. Below we discuss three 

models regarding how these three forms or categories of political mobilisation may 

reinforce each other.8  

 

Overview 1. Interrelation between different political practices 
 Seeking access Voice 
  Information politics Protest politics 

Model 1: Resource expansion 
                       strong                            strong 

SA                             IP                             PP 
 

Model 2: Combining seeking access with 
information politics 

                       strong                             weak 
SA                             IP                             PP 

 

Model 3: Combining information politics 
with protest politics 

                       weak                             strong 
SA                             IP                             PP 

 
Index: SA = seeking access, IP = information politics, PP = protest politics 
 

The first model, resource expansion, postulates that actors cumulatively expand their 

mobilisation strategies. They start with increasing their access, and every increase in 

their attempts to gain access is associated with more information politics. 

Cumulatively, an extensive use of information politics is likely to go together with an 

increased deployment of protest politics. In general, this model proposes, compared to 

the other two models, less specialisation and an overall tendency to combine voice 

                                                 
8 Two situations are a priori excluded. First, one might postulate that seeking access goes together 

positively with protest politics. However, it is implausible that this does not coincide with the use of 

information politics as an intervening strategy. To put it differently, it is unlikely that actors using 

expertise in seeking access to the decision-making arena (e.g. lobbying) employ protest politics (e.g. 

dumping surplus crops in the streets) without some form of information politics (e.g. disseminating 

policy positions through the mass media). Second, there is the possibility that actors specialize in either 

seeking access or information politics or protest politics. We think that this possibility without any 

mutual reinforcement of different practices is rather unlikely. Given the uncertain nature of influence 

(e.g. ambiguity of who is responsible for what, shifting alliances, multiple points of access…), actors 

will avoid the risk of concentrating on only one tactic and therefore they will spread their efforts over 

different tactics. Most research on influence strategies suggests that specialization by tactic is rare and 

that societal interests use a wide range of tactics (for an overview see, Frank R. Baumgartner and Beth 

L. Leech, Basic Interests. The Importance of Groups in Politics and Political Science (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 153-157).  
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and access. The other two models suppose that actors do not combine all three 

categories to the same extent. The intensity of combining the three categories can 

differ substantially and, alternatively, one can postulate the following two situations. 

To begin with, a substantial effect of seeking access through information politics (in 

which one unit change in seeking access leads to an almost similar increase of 

information politics) correlates with a weak (or even negative) effect of information 

politics on protest. This situation corresponds with the second model; actors combine 

seeking of access with information politics and, if they do so, they minimise or avoid 

protest activities. In fact, there are two specialists in this model: the lobbyist spreading 

her ideas through the media and the protester eschewing both access and more 

moderate forms of information politics. The third model considers a strong 

association between information politics and protest politics, but seeking access does 

not imply information politics. This model exemplifies another pattern of 

specialisation: the lobbyists endeavouring to keep things quiet versus the protester 

making an extensive and professional use of different media strategies.  

 

Diffuse and specific interest associations 
To understand the variable deployment of access and voice strategies, analysts have 

considered differences between types of interests on whose behalf mobilisation takes 

place.9 First, the distinction between diffuse and specific interests is briefly described 

and then we outline what is to be expected in terms of voice and access. The 

distinction of diffuse versus specific relates to the interests on whose behalf 

mobilisation takes place and which may be included in various political activities.10 

Some interest associations lack a well delineated and - in socio-economic terms - 

concentrated constituency; they typically defend so-called diffuse interests, interests 

linked to broad and general segments of society, such as consumers, women or future 

generations. Concrete examples are environmental groups, consumer groups and 

                                                 
9 Gais and Walker, ‘Pathways to Influence in American Politics’; Ken Kollman, Outside Lobbying. 

Public Opinion and Interest Group Strategies.  
10 Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups (Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1971); Patrick Dunleavy, ‘Group identities and individual influence: 

reconstructing the theory of interest groups’, British Journal of Political Science, 18 (1988) 21-49; 

Mark Pollack, ‘Representing diffuse interests in EC policy-making’, Journal of European Public 

Policy, 4 (1997) 572-590. 
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solidarity associations, NGOs or distant issue movements.11 These groups primarily 

mobilise around norms and values by capitalising on public concerns over particular 

issues. The issues they raise are often less tangible and less strategically linked to the 

material interests of their constituencies. Also the policy changes they promote accrue 

to people who did not take part in their realisation.12 Specific interests, also called 

‘socio-economic’ or ‘producer interest groups’, have a clear-cut stake in the 

production process and defend the interests of well-circumscribed or more 

concentrated constituencies. Examples are sectoral trade unions, employers unions 

and associations related to a particular sector such as telecommunications, agriculture, 

and small and medium enterprises. Although diverse in different respects, these 

associations share as a common feature that they defend interests strategically and 

directly linked to their constituencies. They are focused on the professional, 

economic, social and commercial interests of their members, and the issues they 

monitor are restricted to the policy questions that concern their members directly. 

 

A key problem for diffuse interests is to link their political activities with their broad 

and scattered constituencies. Given the nature of the interests defended, diffuse 

                                                 
11 The literature contains numerous labels such as ‘non-producer interests’, ‘public interest groups’, 

‘social movement organizations’ or ‘social movements’ all referring to similar, but not exactly the 

same, phenomena. We have deliberately avoided the use of ‘social movements’ or ‘social movement 

organizations’. Although many associations in our sample fit within this category, it was difficult to 

label all included associations as ‘social movements’. For instance, consumer’s associations such as the 

European Consumers' Organisation are difficult to categorize under this heading, but these clearly 

belong to what we consider as diffuse interests. In general, our units of analysis are organizational 

entities, and these organizational entities are somewhat too narrow to be qualified as a social 

movement. In addition, the conceptual debate has not established a straightforward conclusion whether 

full-fledged social movements do exist at the European or international level. We also prefer the prefix 

‘diffuse’ instead of ‘public’ because this captures better the diffuseness or fragmented nature of 

constituencies. The use of this concept should not be confused with the fact that most of these actors 

have, in order to increase their overall public visibility, a specialized and topical focus (e.g. saving 

tropical forests or debt campaigning). Finally, the concept ‘interest’ does not necessarily contradict or 

exclude more value- and identity-based understandings of political mobilisation. Instead of a narrow 

conception, we assume that actors conceive the ‘interest’ they defend in many different ways ranging 

from particular or specific interests to more general, normative or public interests.  
12 Mancur Olson, The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups; Robert H. 

Salisbury, ‘An Exchange Theory of Interest Groups’, Midwest Journal of Political Science, 13 (1969) 

1-32, p. 16. 
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interest associations are usually less capable of delivering selective incentives or 

private benefits to their adherents. In sum, the diffuseness of their cause, the 

fragmented nature of their constituencies, in combination with the inability to produce 

incentives, make these interests, according to the traditional Oslonian theorem, 

difficult to mobilise. Yet plenty of examples of successful diffuse interest associations 

show that mobilisation is not completely out of reach. Also the difficulty to mobilise 

is theoretically less conventional and empirically less plausible than often assumed.13 

Usually these associations and their supporters have a taste for matters going beyond 

their private needs; they are sensitive to issues of public concern, a sensitivity often 

grounded in personal values or ideological views. Therefore, a successful diffuse 

interest association has to give expression to these values and views. So diffuse 

interests not only instrumentally pursue particular goals, for instance by exchanging 

resources with public officials (as if they buy a car in exchange for money), they often 

develop practices which go beyond the immediate realisation of their aims. In order to 

attract sympathisers, diffuse interest associations will give public expression to the 

values and goals they pursue. As a consequence, mobilised diffuse interests ‘drive on 

controversy’, they try to gain media attention for creating a widespread perception 

that they are a worthwhile group mobilising in order to defend a fundamental right of 

valuable public good. For this, it seems natural that diffuse interest associations focus 

on voice as main influence strategy and that they put less emphasis on access.  

 

Traditionally, analysts have hypothesised that specific interest associations, compared 

to diffuse interests associations, use less voice and are more disposed to seek access.14 

The plausibility of this hypothesis finds in its origin several attributes ascribed to 

specific interests. As their constituencies are linked to specific socio-economic 

situations and sectors, it is easier for specific interests to mobilise adherents for 

different kinds of political activities. And considering the concentrated structure of 

their constituencies, these interest associations are more capable of collecting 

                                                 
13 For an overview Donald P. Green and Ian Shapiro, Pathologies of Rational Choice Theory (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), pp. 72-97. See also Hirschman, Albert O., Shifting Involvements. 

Private Interests and Public Action (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), pp. 77-91. 
14 Gais and Walker, ‘Pathways to Influence in American Politics’, pp. 105-106; Kay Lehman 

Schlozman and John T. Tierney, Organized Interest and American Democracy (New York: Harper & 

Row Publishers, 1986), p. 117. 
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expertise that is unambiguously linked to well-circumscribed policy sectors or policy-

problems their constituencies face. In terms of exchangeable resources and expertise, 

specific interest associations are usually assumed to be quite well endowed. The 

availability of resources provides specific interests with better access to key policy-

makers. However, gaining access is not exclusively a matter of resources. Several 

other structural factors contribute to it. First, in many countries, especially in Europe, 

the specific interests’ prominent position within domestic socio-economic policy-

making processes in their formal capacity as social partners implies institutionalised 

and privileged access. Thus, they are mostly able to realise their goals by acting 

within the decision-making arena. This situation reinforces their disposition to seek 

access, and so they feel less the need to mobilise publicly. On the contrary, often it is 

to their advantage to operate in small and exclusive official forums far away from 

public scrutiny. Second, because of their focused and specialised membership 

structure, they need less extensive public exposure than diffuse interest associations. 

Stated succinctly, the identity and size of their constituencies is easier to define and, 

therefore, extensive public campaigns for raising awareness among constituencies and 

policy-makers are not needed.15 Finally, the literature on public policy-making, and in 

some respect also the literature on European policy-making (see below), often 

assumes that contemporary policy-makers are strongly interested in operational and 

technical expertise. Given the presumed ease with which specific interest associations 

are able to collect specialised and issue-specific information, it seems natural to 

expect less voice and more inside strategies.16  

                                                 
15 Dunleavy, ‘Group identities and individual influence: reconstructing the theory of interest groups’. 
16 It bears noting that some specific interests are quite active in the European public arena. Think about 

the protests by agricultural lobbies, skippers and truckers, all specific and concentrated occupational 

interests. Such cases are less an anomaly than they appear to be. The hypothesis states that, compared 

to diffuse interests, specific interests use less voice and seek more access, which is not the same as 

‘only seeking access and not using voice’. There are indeed reasons to expect that specific interest 

associations deploy some, although to a lesser extent, public strategies. We are dealing with interest 

associations, not with their constituents and associations are often created for not keeping things quiet, 

but to deal with issues of public controversy, precisely because some constituents do not like to become 

publicly involved in such issues (see on this Justin Greenwood, Inside the EU Business Associations 

(New York: Palgrave, 2002), pp. 70-71). Often CEOs feel that some issues are too sensitive to deal 

with on their own and that they are - as a business - quite vulnerable in controversial public debates. 

For instance, firms who seek limits on environmental or consumer protection, ask their trade 

association to engage in a dirty public debate and to defend a tough and unpopular position. Specific 
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The EU and the use of voice 
The EU, it is often argued, lacks full-fledged political parties, social movements or a 

pan-European media capable of transmitting policy preferences of citizens to the 

political level. Therefore, input legitimacy, as Scharpf calls it, or the extensive 

involvement and participation of citizens and societal interests is quite weak and 

severely biased.17 This characterisation of the EU has profound implications for the 

nature of public policy-making and its legitimacy. Instead of legitimising policies by 

widening the scope of participation, or input legitimacy, the EU seeks to increase its 

output legitimacy by improving its overall policy efficiency and effectiveness. 

Without challenging social movements or a political debate between government and 

opposition parties, political struggles are not publicly politicised, and attempts by 

interest associations to persuade broader publics remain largely peripheral and 

ineffective. On the contrary, in order not to endanger compromise-building, many 

controversial issues are not made public. Preponderant is the notion of network 

governance, which means that by drawing on expert knowledge and inclusion of 

various external actors, private and public, government becomes consensual and 

embedded in horizontal networks without clear-cut centres and hierarchies.18  

 

Yet, this perspective does not imply that all interests are incapacitated in their ability 

to gain access or that European public policy-making is completely insulated from 

external input. Rather, it means that access is skewed in a particular direction. Given 

                                                                                                                                            
interest associations regularly experience internal pressures from their members to take a tough 

position and actions. For example, an official of a major association within the food industry told the 

author that they were, during one of the latest crises, pressed by some of small member companies to 

drop foodstuffs before some official buildings in Brussels, but that they faced counter pressure from 

major multinationals not to do so because this would severely harm the public reputation of their well-

known brands. Although it is supposed that diffuse interests employ more voice, it will not surprise us 

that specific interests also use some public strategies. Information politics rather than protest politics 

can be an especially relevant tool for them, a situation resembling the second model. 
17 Fritz W. Scharpf, ‘Legitimacy in the Multi-Actor European Polity’ in Morten Egeberg and Paer 

Laegreid, eds., Organizing Political Institutions. Essays for Johan P. Olsen (Oslo: Scandinavian 

University Press, 1999), pp. 261-288. 
18 William D. Coleman and Anthony Perl, ‘Internationalized Policy Environments and Policy Network 

Analysis’, Political Studies, XLVII (1999) 691-709, pp. 701-703. 
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the strong emphasis on output legitimacy, European public officials especially need 

expertise, technical knowledge and policy-relevant information. Organised interests 

that are able to deliver knowledge that improves the public officials’ understanding of 

specific regulatory problems are relevant interlocutors.19 Thus, interests eager to gain 

access should supply useful policy-relevant expertise. Because of their detailed 

professional or sectoral experiences, economic interest associations especially are 

supposed to be better equipped to supply valuable expertise. Diffuse interests, in 

contrast to more specific economic interests, face more difficulties in collecting the 

expert knowledge public officials need. In particular, those with radical and idealistic 

demands and a lack of policy-relevant expertise face difficulties in, or even avoid, 

gaining access. In sum, interest associations capable of delivering useful expertise 

prosper, and those pursuing contentious and public forms of politics are excluded. In 

general, the view that diffuse interests are less mobilised, poorly adapted to European 

politics and gain less access appears in numerous writings about European politics.20  

 

The claim that weaker actors do not invest their scarce resources in inside strategies or 

seeking access is not confined to the EU literature. A wide variety of scholars argue 

that peripheral actors employ, in order to compensate for their structural weakness, 

public strategies, information politics and/or protests politics.21 This is the canonical 

model. Likewise, it is expected that those who gain access avoid the use of public 

strategies and, in particular, limit the use of protest politics since this harms their 

reputation as trustworthy interlocutors. The less public someone makes her case, the 

                                                 
19 Bouwen, ‘Corporate Lobbying in the European Union: The Logic of Access’. 
20 Opp, ‘The Role of Voice in a Future Europe’; Justin Greenwood, Representing interests in the 

European Union (London: MacMillan, 1997), pp. 16-17; Beate Kohler-Koch, ‘Organized Interests in 

EC and the European Parliament’, European Integration online Papers, 1 (1997), 

http://eiop.or.at/eiop/, p. 3; Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Preferences and Power in the European Community: 

A Liberal Intergovernemtalist Approach’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 31 (1993) 473-524, pp. 

480-496; Andrew Moravcsik,  The Choice for Europe. Social Purpose and State Power From Messina 

to Maastricht (London: ULC Press, 1999), pp. 35-50; for an alternative view see Pollack, 

‘Representing diffuse interests in EC policy-making’. 
21 Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani, Social Movements. An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishers, 1999), pp. 168-169; Gais and Walker, ‘Pathways to Influence in American Politics’, p. 105; 

Charles Tilly, From Mobilization to Revolution (New York: Random House, 1978), p. 117; Ken 

Kollman, Outside Lobbying. Public Opinion and Interest Group Strategies, pp. 107-108. 
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more access already has been achieved since an actor not relying on grassroots 

mobilisation and public opinion is more capable ‘to get its needs met on the ‘‘inside 

track’’ of public policy-making’.22 Associations with an insider status should avoid 

public activism because this spoils their status or reputation. Connecting this to the 

alleged bias of European institutions against diffuse interests, we should expect that 

diffuse interest associations gain less access, are less active in Euro-level policy 

networking and, because of their inability to gain access, they use voice extensively. 

If this scenario were true, diffuse interests remain marginal forever since voice 

strategies do not break open the boundaries of the decision-making arena. On the 

contrary, it only reinforces their peripheral status. If diffuse interests gain access, they 

gain it because they deliberately avoid information and protest politics, not because 

they make noise.  

 

Although the observed proliferation of specialised economic and business interests in 

the EU fits nicely into this perspective, we believe that this view is inaccurate. It is 

monolithic since it presents the EU as being trapped in a technocratic logic 

incapacitating it to adapt in the face of growing political pressures. The perspective 

depicted rests also on several questionable assumptions, namely that resources 

internal to an association affect political strategies, that routine access is the most 

valuable asset one can have and, important here, that officials representing 

government institutions prefer predictable, stable or supportive environments.23 Public 

officials avoid open partisan struggles, provocative public debates or protests and, as a 

result, they are unlikely to grant access to those making noise. Thus, the institutional 

environment is seen as conducive to the internal features of interest associations and 

not as an external factor constraining or enabling particular forms of political 

mobilisation. This perspective is also incomplete since it does not account for 

different sorts of information playing a role in the policy process and the various 

institutional venues through which information can be transferred. We now discuss 

some of these issues more in detail. Our discussion concentrates on whether it is 

plausible to assume that public officials generally restrict access and invariably favour 

                                                 
22 Greenwood, Representing interests in the European Union, 16. 
23 Gais and Walker, ‘Pathways to Influence in American Politics’, pp. 105-106 
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predictable, stable or supportive environments. The availability of multiple access 

points is elaborated in the next section. 

 

Policy-making is not only based upon scientific information regarding the technical 

feasibility of specific regulatory policies. Many policies touch upon issues of deep 

uncertainty (e.g. environmental politics) or may have profound re-distributive 

consequences (e.g. abolishing subsidies), and so satisfying all expectations or needs is 

almost impossible. Scientific knowledge alone does not generate judgements on what 

is ethically or socially appropriate and it does not say very much about compliance 

problems during the implementation stage. Thus, policy-making cannot be reduced to 

technical problem-solving or a means-ends calculus only; it also concerns the process 

of making choices between conflicting values, tastes or interests, irrespective of 

whether decisions are made by technocrats or elected officials, or within a public 

assembly or a committee of experts.24 Not only does information regarding 

operational feasibilities, but also views about endangered values or norms, the 

framing of these values and norms, emotional feelings of uncertainty and insights in 

the acceptability of policies play a role in the policy process.  

 

Because of uncertainties, risks and re-distributive cost-benefits issues, officials inside 

the decision-making arena have incomplete information regarding the issues they 

have to deal with and, therefore, they are under stress to seek reliable, valid and 

trustworthy information. This has several consequences. Given what has been 

outlined in the previous paragraphs, it would be rather unrealistic to assume that all 

public officials make all their choices on the basis of technical expertise.25 Their 

normative consciousness about the need for democratic legitimacy of their policy 

choices means they are increasingly receptive to explicitly value-driven actors. 

Further, what public officials ultimately decide depends on their evaluations regarding 

operational feasibilities, guesses about uncertainties and risks, and expected 

                                                 
24 Christian Joerges and Michelle Everson, ‘Challenging the bureaucratic challenge’ in Erik Oddvar 

Eriksen and John Erik Fossum, eds., Democracy in the European Union. Integration through 

Deliberation? (London: Routledge, 2000), pp. 164-188, pp. 170-178. 
25 Liesbet Hooghe, ‘Supranational Activists or Intergovernemental Agents. Explaining the orientations 

of senior Commission officials towards European integration’, Comparative Political Studies 32 (1999) 

435-463. 
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distributions of costs and benefits for various constituencies. Policy-makers are only 

partly informed about such issues and the affected interests themselves often own 

some of the key information regarding these matters. Information provided by interest 

associations representing these constituencies is inherently strategic; it enters the 

policy process infused with values and is not preference-neutral. Public officials are 

not completely unaware regarding this uncertainty, the incompleteness and the 

strategic use of information they are provided with.26 Therefore, it is plausible that 

they, despite their limited resources, attempt to diversify the supply of access and to 

shape bias in a way that prevents them from becoming entirely dependent upon one 

single interest. For example, they may try to stimulate openness via consultation 

through the media or to bring together a diversity of competing interests in 

deliberative committees instead of entering into bilateral discussions with one 

particular interest. Thus, it is not by closing the doors for all diffuse interest 

associations and by letting in only a few specialised interests that public officials 

reduce uncertainty.  

 

Institutional context and political practices 
Public actors’ disposition towards interest associations may be biased so that some, 

and in particular specific, interest associations gain easier access to policy-making 

processes than others. However, the bias may differ substantially from institution to 

institution and the decision-making arena is often composed of multiple arenas and 

layers offering various points of access. Each institution has a specific role to play in 

the legislative process and this means that each institution is to a varying degree 

targeted by different interest associations and their practices.27 Empirically this 

implies that, besides an overall assessment of seeking access, the strategy of seeking 

access must be decomposed into strategies towards the legislative institutions, the 

Council, the EP and the European Commission (EC hereafter), and, similarly, we 

must consider the access actors gain to these institutions. The subsequent paragraphs 

deal with each legislative institution and outline what political activities are expected. 

 

                                                 
26 John Mark Hansen, Gaining Access. Congress and the Farm Lobby, 1919-1981 (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1991).  
27 Bouwen, ‘Corporate Lobbying in the European Union: The Logic of Access’. 
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As initiator of legislation the EC drafts most legislative proposals. A substantial part 

of European legislation touches upon new areas with a quite complex character and, 

therefore, the EC is keen to gain expert technical knowledge. Its small staff reinforces 

its dependence on external information providers. Non-elected politicians head the 

EC, Member-State executives select its President and, although the EP can sanction 

the EC as a whole, general parliamentary and public control over the individual 

Commissioners remains relatively weak. EC officials are also often characterised by 

their technocratic mindset.28 For these reasons, it is expected that, compared to other 

institutions, the EC supplies less access to diffuse interest associations and that 

especially specific interest associations are more likely to gain access here.29 This in 

turn affects the strategies of interest associations; specific interests, and not diffuse 

interests, tend to approach the EC. Since the EC is assumed to be less sensitive to 

public debates, societal interests do not capitalise on the use of public strategies when 

they approach the EC. Therefore, the model of resource expansion (model 1) does not 

apply. It is more likely that actors specialise in seeking access; eventually they 

combine this with information politics (model 2), but they avoid protest politics when 

approaching the EC (model 3 does not apply). Two further specifications are added 

here.30 First, one is likely to find substantial differences between DG’s and cabinets, 

the private offices of the Commissioners. Commission DGs fit best into the picture 

sketched in this paragraph while cabinets function presumably somewhat more as 

political antennae sensitive to politicised input.31 Second, although the EC is key as an 

initiator of legislative proposals, we should not underestimate its importance during 

                                                 
28 Christoph Meyer, ‘Political Legitimacy in the Invisibility of Politics: Exploring the European Union's 

Communication Deficit’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 37 (1999) 617-639. 
29 Gary Marks and Doug McAdam, ‘On the Relationship of Political Opportunities to the Form of 

Collective Action: the Case of the European Union’ in Donatella dell Porta, Hans-Peter Kriesi and 

Dieter Rucht, eds., Social Movements in a Globalizing World (London: MacMillan, 1999), pp. 97-111, 

p. 105. 
30 The hypotheses introduced apply for the three legislative bodies on average. It is well known that 

within the EC different Directorates-General adopted a different administrative culture and that this 

relates to different clienteles. As this paper deals with the three legislative institutions simultaneously, 

we have for reasons of brevity chosen not to overcomplicate the argument by extending our focus to 

the ‘turf battles’ taking place within the institutions.  
31 Simon Hix, The Political System of the European Union  (New York: Palgrave, 1999), p. 34. 
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other stages of decision-making.32 After having made a proposal, the EC can change 

or withdraw its proposal, as long as the Council and/or the EP have not taken a final 

decision. This implies that the EC is not totally immune to the expansion of public 

pressures while the Council and the EP are considering its proposals. 

 

The growing legislative role of the EP forces its members (MEPs hereafter) to 

consider basic factual and technical expertise and some authors have argued that 

MEPs are increasingly becoming professional experts who have internalised the 

technocratic mindset of the EU.33 However, can we a priori minimise the fact that 

MEPs are elected officials and form a forum for public debate? Since MEPs are 

politicians they should, to some extent, be sensitive to political arguments and 

presumably they should take into consideration broader political perspectives. 

Especially the fact that Brussels’ MEPs are often geographically far away from those 

constituencies reinforces their incomplete knowledge about the preferences of those 

constituencies and, in particular, the intensity of their preferences. And even if a close 

link between constituencies and the European legislators would exist, information 

confined to local and regional concerns is not always sufficient for evaluating 

legislative proposals from a broader European perspective. For these reasons, it is 

expected that MEPs show openness towards a broad range of mobilised interests and 

interests demonstrating preference intensities by making public noise. Therefore it is 

hypothesised that, if diffuse interests gain substantial access to Europe, this access is 

to be located in the realm of the EP.34 As a consequence, diffuse interests approach 

the EP more extensively than specific interests, and in order to attract attention from 

MEPs they make extensive use of public strategies.35 This, however, does not imply 

                                                 
32 Bouwen, ‘Corporate Lobbying in the European Union: The Logic of Access’. 
33 Kohler-Koch, ‘Organized Interests in EC and the European Parliament’; Pippa Norris, ‘Recruitment 

into the European Parliament’ in Richard S. Katz and Bernhard Wessels, eds., The European 

Parliament, the National Parliaments, and European Integration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1999), pp. 96-102. 
34 Greenwood, Representing interests in the European Union, 254-261; Marks and McAdam, ‘On the 

Relationship of Political Opportunities to the Form of Collective Action: the Case of the European 

Union’, pp. 105-106. 
35 Ruth Webster, ‘What drives interest group collaboration at the EU-level? Evidence from the 

European environmental interest groups’, European Integration online Papers 4 (2000), 

http://eiop.or.at/eiop/, pp. 13-14. 
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that specific interests do not seek or gain less access to the EP. On the contrary, it is 

likely that the extensive and probably successful mobilisation of diffuse interests 

towards the EP forces specific interests to not neglect this institution, to increase their 

efforts and to expand their contacts on every front. In sum, the EP leads interest 

associations to broaden the mobilisation of their resources and we expect that diffuse 

interests indeed do this according to the extensive resource expansion model (model 

1) while specific interests combine the seeking of access with information politics 

(model 2).  

 

The Council is the body par excellance via which national polities interact with the 

EU. Like the EC it is often considered a highly bureaucratised institution. At the 

ministerial level the Council largely acts as a rubber-stamping body where decisions 

taken by bureaucrats at the level of the working groups or COREPER are ratified.36 

This happens, because of its closed meetings, in an environment that is shielded from 

parliamentary scrutiny. Some argue that the central place of the Council favours 

national executives over the legislature, that it is fairly easy to ‘depoliticize issues by 

keeping citizens ignorant or mobilize groups through publicity’ and that ‘governments 

mobilize bias’.37 The Council is neither a forum for public debate nor is it a body 

directly representing European citizens. Despite all this, we believe that the Council is 

much more vulnerable to political pressure than the EC. Council decision-makers are 

closer to the domestic arena where the consequences of European policies are felt, 

and, although national executives are rather weakly controlled by national parliaments 

with respect to European policies, they are still elected and accountable politicians. 

Although we hypothesise that Euro-level interest associations especially seek access 

to the EC and the EP, we believe that the Council does not only attract domestic 

interests, but that it is susceptible to public pressures as well.38 Before an issue arrives 

                                                 
36 Fiona Hayes-Renshaw and Helen Wallace, The Council of Ministers (London: MacMillan, 1997): Jan 

Beyers and Guido Dierickx, ‘The Working Groups of the Council of Ministers: Supranational or 

Intergovernmental Negotiations?’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 36 (1998) 436-471. 
37 Andrew Moravcsik, Why the European Union Strengthens the State: Domestic Politics and 

International Cooperation, pp. 12-14. 
38 Elsewhere it has already been demonstrated that the Council infrastructure is the main entry point for 

domestically mobilized interests (see Bouwen, ‘Corporate Lobbying in the European Union: The Logic 

of Access’; Jan Beyers, ‘Gaining and seeking access: The European adaptation of domestic interest 

associations’, European Journal of Political Research, 41 (2002) 289-317).  
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in the Council it has already received extensive attention from the EC, the EP, the 

Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions and, not 

unimportantly, the press. Its agenda is not secret; its insulated and somewhat opaque 

decision-making process contrasts with the publicity of its agenda. It is not unusual 

that, in cases of deadlock or highly diverging interests among the Member-States, that 

Member-States, for strategic reasons, inform the public about the position they have 

taken. In addition, the Council is not only the supreme decision-maker, in many 

instances it is also the final decision-maker (together with the EP under co-decision). 

This implies that it is the last or ultimate resort to exert pressure. Although it might be 

too late to mobilise at this stage, outsiders who lost the battle in the earlier stages may 

take the opportunity to challenge this bureaucratic and unaccountable elite cartel by 

media-initiated strategies. Because the input of expert knowledge from specific 

interest associations takes place at the level of the EC and because diffuse interest 

associations have difficulties in gaining access in the earlier stages, it is likely that 

especially diffuse interests utilise this strategy. On the one hand, it seems plausible to 

expect a situation that corresponds to the second and the third model. Given the 

difficulty of gaining access to these settings, Euro-level interest associations 

specialise in combining information politics with protest politics rather that investing 

their resources in inside strategies. On the other hand, it might also be possible to 

observe a more extensive resource expansion. Most European interest associations are 

organisations grouping national associations, and it is likely that their domestic 

networks are mobilised in order to put pressure on national executives. 

 

Research design 
Within the framework of a broader research project a sample of 192 Euro-level public 

officials and interest associations was drawn. For this, a positional sampling 

procedure relying on various public sources and databases listing actors that were 

potentially consequential - not necessarily involved or influential actors - for 

European policies in the first pillar was used.39 In the course of 1999, officials of the 

                                                 
39 Based on Landmark’s European Public Affairs Directory and The Directory of EU Information 

Sources we constructed a list of about 100 European interest associations. With respect to the large 

group of associations re-presenting employers, employees, entrepreneurs and the agricultural sector, it 

was decided to include major peak associations such as UNICE, ETUC, CEEP and COPA. In addition, 

we identified nine key economic sectors: chemical industry, biotechnology, metal, car industry, rubber 
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selected associations and institutions were contacted and interviewed face-to-face 

with the help of a standardised questionnaire. In each case, a key official with sound 

experience and involvement in the organisation and its political activities (e.g. the 

public affairs manager, the director et cetera…) was interviewed. The interviews 

focused on the actor’s policy interests, involvement in concrete policy events, 

opinions and ideas about political action in general and policy networks at the 

domestic and the European level. Finally, 157 Euro-level actors were interviewed. 

These are shown in table 1. 

 

Table 1. Sample of public officials and interest associations 
 Sample Response 
 N N Response % 
1. European specific interest associations 42 40 95% 
2. European diffuse interest associations 40 35 88% 
Total: interests associations (sum of 1 and 2) 82 75 91% 
3. DGs of the European Commission 27 24 89% 
4. Cabinets of the European Commission 20 15 75% 
5. MEPs in the European Parliament 45 25 56% 
6. Advisory bodies (Committee of the Regions/Economic and Social Committee) 2 2 100% 
7. Council (Permanent Representations and Council Secretariat) 16 16 100% 
Total: public officials (sum of 3 to 7) 110 82 75% 
Total: public officials plus interest associations 192 157 82% 
 

Before the fieldwork started, 29 policy events were chosen independently from the 

sample of actors; this prior selection was based on systematic screening of multiple 

sources, i.e. newspapers, event data-sets and various expert interviews. Because 

evidence would be collected by means of interviewing actors, the events were situated 

in the period between 1993 and 1998; a reconstruction of actors’ involvement should 

be limited in time due to the phenomenon of temporal distortion. Every event could 

be linked with recent consequential policy debates within the first pillar of the EU 

                                                                                                                                            
and plastics, agriculture, food industry, trade and services, and SMEs. For each sector, we selected up 

to three interest associations. The selection of diffuse interest associations was far less complicated 

because the amount of such associations is considerably lower. Most of the social movement 

associations mentioned in the above named sources were included in the sample. During the fieldwork 

some reputational and snowball sampling was used in order to validate and complete the sample. That 

the prior selection of respondents was valid can be inferred from the fact that at the European level it 

was decided to add eight actors in the original sample. Qualitative information collected before the 

fieldwork resulted in our a priori classification of interest associations into diffuse and specific 

interests. An open-ended question probing into the association’s political program and a quantitative 

measure of its scope of policy interest including information on its members, further validate this a 

priori coding. For reasons of space, this data is not reported here. 
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and, with the exception of three events, all referred to policy proposals initiated by the 

EC. During the interviews these events were presented in the form of a list containing 

29 different policy options. In order to avoid biased responses, events were presented 

in a non-technical and comprehensive manner; the use of technical and specialised 

judicial idiom, or so-called Euro-speak, could have skewed responses in favour of the 

more involved and implicated actors. Interviews probed into the actors’ factual 

involvement in three salient policy events interviewees selected out of a list of 29 

events.40  

 

The data reported here concern the evaluation of different actor-event interactions by 

respondents representing Euro-level interest associations. In observational terms, this 

means 187 evaluations by Euro-level associations, 109 by specific interest 

associations and 78 by diffuse interest associations. The analyses start with a 

description of the networks actors initiated in response to these concrete policy 

events. Then we focus on the use of voice and access strategies by diffuse and specific 

interest associations. Finally, we examine whether and how gaining access to different 

institutions affects the use of influence strategies. 

 

Seeking access, information and protest politics 
Interest associations were asked to indicate their network strategies, their seeking of 

access, for each event they selected. First, a description of network strategies was 

given, namely: ‘In order to impact on policies organisations often consult other 

actors. In such contacts, exchange of information is vital. We define “information” 

fairly broadly. It may include advice on the best political strategy to be used, 

knowledge about others’ strategy, as well as a range of, sometimes confidential, 

technical and scientific findings.’ Five European institutional actors - the EC, the EP, 

the Member-States Representatives, the Committee of the Regions and the Economic 

and Social Committee - were then presented and the interviewees were asked to 

mention whether or not they had sought contact with one of these five institutions. 

Table 2 compares the results of diffuse and specific interest associations. In general, 

                                                 
40 The instruction was worded as follows: ‘Please read the list and put a circle round every event in 

which you had an interest’ and then, if the respondent had selected more than three events, ‘If you have 

circled more than three events, please select the three most important ones’.  
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the EC and the EP are the two institutions to which most access is sought and, as 

expected, the access actors seek to the Council and the advisory bodies is significantly 

lower. It also appears that specific interest associations make more use of inside 

strategies, but it has to be added that the differences are not very big. In particular, 

regarding the Economic and Social Committee, not the most powerful institution, the 

differences are substantial. And importantly, the evidence substantiates neither that 

diffuse interests seek more access to the EP than to the EC nor that specific interests 

search more access to the EC. On the contrary, the findings suggest that both specific 

and diffuse interest associations seek access to the EP.  

 

For each event it was asked on the basis of a list with 13 public activities to indicate 

whether or not a particular voice tactic had been undertaken.41 In table 3 the use of 

eight public tactics is summarised and a distinction is made between information 

politics and protest politics. Information politics includes media strategies in their 

various forms and it appears that this strategy is very often used at the European level. 

Even more interesting, however, is that, somewhat against conventional wisdom, 

media strategies are somewhat more used by specific interest than by diffuse interest 

associations. Again, the differences are not tremendously significant, but the fact that 

they point into a direction that was not anticipated can be considered as a remarkable 

finding. Finally, the general use of protest strategies at 12% is far below the use of all 

other strategies, a finding consistent with the existing literature on domestic interest 

mobilisation.42 Although protest is, as expected, higher among diffuse interest 

associations, the overall use of protest politics is too small for considering it as 

significantly higher. Establishing meaningful inferences from the reported protest 

activities is not easy since the frequencies for both specific and diffuse interest are 

                                                 
41 A first exploratory analysis of this evidence yielded a division into three classes of public action 

forms. First, there are, in terms of occurrence, the demonstrative media appearances (used in 30 to 50% 

of the cases), followed by so-called confrontational non-disruptive activities (used in 10 to 20% of the 

cases) and, finally, we found a set of confrontational disruptive activities used in less than 5% of the 

cases. For reasons of space, six separate indicators for disruptive activities (e.g. blockades, disruption 

of meetings of officials) were merged into one indicator measuring whether or not such confrontational 

disruptive activity was used.   
42 For an overview see, Frank R. Baumgartner and Beth L. Leech, Basic Interests. The Importance of 

Groups in Politics and Political Science, 151-157; della Porta and Diani, Social Movements. An 

Introduction, pp. 168-169. 
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rather small. It appears that, generally, both diffuse and specific interest associations 

invest more in seeking access and in information politics, than in protest politics.  

 

Table 2. Seeking of access to public officials (percentages and Mokken Scale 
Analysis) 
 Specific 

interests 
(N=109) 

 Diffuse 
interests 
(N=78) 

Loevinger’s 
H= .71 

Rho= .83 
 %  % Hi 
1. The European Commission 65% > (ns) 56% .67 
2. The European Parliament 63% > (ns) 56% .80 
3. The Council (member-states representatives) 41% > (ns) 40% .63 
4. The Economic and Social Committee 42% > (Chi2 = 9.650, p= .002) 21% .70 
5. The Committee of the Regions 12% <  (ns) 15% .78 
Was access sought in some way or another? 68% > (Chi2 = 6.085, p= .014) 50%  
Index:  N = number of actor-events interactions evaluated during the interview. 
 

 
 
 
 
Table 3. Use of voice (percentages and Mokken Scale Analysis) 
    Separate 

scales 
Joint scale for 

voice 
Panel a. Information politics Specific 

interests 
(N=109) 

 Diffuse 
interests 
(N=78) 

Loevinger’s 
H= .59 

Rho= .76 

Loevinger’s 
H= .57 

Rho= .80 
 %  % Hi Hi 
1. Organising press conferences 
 

49% > (ns) 47% .51 .57 

2. Disseminating views by publishing 
folders and brochures 

49% > (Chi2 = 4.879, p= .027) 33% .60 .60 

3. Participating in debates in the press 
 

34% > (ns) 29% .63 .62 

4. Involving well-known personalities in 
public campaigning  

16% > (ns) 6% .69 .50 

Was information politics used in some 
way or another? 

68% > (Chi2 = 6.085, p= .014) 50%   

Panel b. Protest politics    Loevinger’s 
H= .55 

Rho= .70 

 

 %  % Hi  
5. Organising 
manifestations/demonstrations 

9% < (ns) 11% .66 .55 

6. Staging a street action 
 

4% < (ns) 8% .54 .49 

7. Organising a petition 
 

5% < (ns) 6% .46 .58 

8. Disruptive activities 
 

3% < (ns) 4% .52 .57 

Was protest politics used in some way 
or another? 

9% < (ns) 17%   

      
Overall use of voice in some way or 
another? 

68% > (Chi2 = 6.085, p= .014) 50%   

Index: N = number of actor-events interactions evaluated during the interview. 
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So far we only considered whether an influence tactic was used or not. One can also 

assume that a combination of the tactics listed in table 2 and 3 indicate the intensity 

with which a specific category of influence strategies has been employed. For 

instance, an actor who has organised only a press conference pursues less intensive 

information politics than an actor who used a press conference in combination with all 

other media tactics. Or, an association that has only sought access to the EC mobilises 

access strategies less intensively than an actor seeking access to all institutions. If 

actors combine different tactics in a more or less systematic way, we can plausibly 

assume that their political practices are affected by a latent and stable disposition 

formed independently from the idiosyncratic issues in which they were involved. 

Such a stable behavioural pattern can be interpreted as a Mokkenscale substantiating 

an underlying logic among different political practices.43 As almost all Loevinger H-

values are above .50, it is plausible to consider the three separate sets of items as 

strong scales approximating the requirements of a Mokkenscale. Nonetheless, for 

advanced multivariate analyses we have to be careful with the protest politics scale, as 

its total score is not satisfactorily distributed across all observations. Since few 

associations applied protest politics, we observe a pile-up at the endpoint of the scale. 

Therefore, we re-analysed all voice tactics again and tested whether they form a joint 

scale. As the results in the last column of table 3 show, these eight items can be 

considered as a valid and reliable joint scale assessing the intensity with which voice 

strategies were generally used. That all voice tactics positively correlate into one 

strong scale suggests that actors tend to combine protest politics with information 

politics or that a mobilisation model which separates protest politics from information 

politics is not the dominant mobilisation practice.  

 

Combining influence strategies by diffuse and specific interests 
In order to explore the potential combination of political practices in more detail we 

carried out two separate analyses. First, we consider whether the intensity with which 

different strategies were employed varies significantly among interests associations. 

                                                 
43 Analyses were carried out using MSP-software, Mokken Scale Analysis for Polytomous Items 

(ProGAMMA, The Netherlands). I.W. Molenaar and K. Sijtsma, MSP5 For Windows. A Program for 

Mokken Scale Analysis for Polytomous Items (Groningen: iec ProGAMMA, 2000), p. 12. 
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Second, we explore whether and to what extent these different practices are combined 

by diffuse and specific interest associations.  

 

Table 4. Intensity of seeking access, information politics and protest politics (z-scores 
and F-tests on differences between means) 
 Specific interests 

(N=109) 
Diffuse interests 

(N=78) 
F-test 

 x  x  df = 1 
1. Seeking access .09 -.12 F= 1.99, p= .1602 
2. Information politics .10 -.14 F= .268, p= .1031 
3. Protest politics -.05 .06 F= .053, p= .4672 
Joint scale for voice (combination of 2 and 3) .06 -.08 F= .80, p= .3737 
Index: N = number of actor-events interactions evaluated during the interview. 
 

 
 
Table 5. Combination of different influence strategies by diffuse and specific interests 
(Pearson product moment correlations) 
 Specific interests 

(N=109) 
Diffuse interests 

(N=78) 
Panel a. Overall combination IP PP VOICE IP PP VOICE 

1. Seeking access (SA) .65 .26 .64 .51 ns .48 
2. Information politics (IP) - .27 .97 - .46 .97 
3. Protest politics (PP)  - .47  - .47 
4. Joint scale for voice (VOICE=IP+PP)   -   - 
Panel b. Seeking access institutions IP PP VOICE IP PP VOICE 

1. Seeking access to the European Commission .34 (ns) .35 .35 (ns) .33 
2. Seeking access to the European Parliament .59 (ns) .59 .42 (ns) .38 
3. Seeking access to the Council .45 .27 .48 .51 (ns) .46 
Index: Only correlations significant at the p ≤ .05 level are shown, N = number of actor-events interactions evaluated during the 
interview. 
 

Table 4 reports the intensity with which access and voice are used by two sorts of 

interest associations under investigation. A high score corresponds with an intensive 

usage. We can briefly report that, contrary to the conventional hypothesis, it turns out 

that the intensity with which interests associations use different influence strategies 

cannot be systematically explained by the difference between diffuse and specific 

interests. Not one category of tactics produced significant differences between the two 

types of interest associations.  

 

More interesting are the results reported in table 5. Panel a shows the correlations 

between the different influence strategies. Because of the skewed distribution of the 

scale capturing protest politics, we consider three, not two, scales for voice: 

information politics (IP), protest politics (PP) and the joint scale, i.e. information 

politics plus protest politics (VOICE=IP+PP). The higher the correlation, the more 
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intensively associations tend to combine the different strategies in an overall influence 

strategy; a weak or no correlation indicates that the different categories are indeed 

quite distinct. In general, there is strong evidence that both specific and diffuse 

interest associations tend to combine their growing efforts in seeking access with 

extensive information politics and, remarkably, this effort in combining the two 

strategies is somewhat more outspoken among specific (r=.65) than among diffuse 

interests (r=.51). Furthermore, as protest politics is, although not significantly, less 

used among specific interests, we find a weaker combination of information politics 

with protest politics among specific interests (r=.27) than among diffuse interests 

(r=.46). The latter finding suggests that among diffuse interest associations the use of 

protest, although not extremely important in terms of occurrence, has more potential 

to become part of their overall influence strategy. Our findings suggest that, in terms 

of the models outlined in section two, diffuse interest associations tend to follow a 

strategy of resource expansion (model 1), while specific interest associations are more 

disposed to combine seeking access with information politics (model 2). 

 

Panel a showed that access strategies do not contradict the use of voice. Still, the 

general measure of seeking access is rather crude and, as outlined above, we should 

consider different institutional actors playing a different role in attracting societal 

interests and their political practices. To recap, voice strategies should be less used 

when one seeks access to the EC. Especially diffuse interests should use voice when 

they approach the EP, but the Council should also, although to a lesser extent, attract 

some voice. Panel b shows that the correlation of seeking access to the EC with voice 

strategies is indeed substantially lower than the correlation for the Council and the EP. 

Thus, interest associations are not disposed to increase voice extensively when they 

seek access to the EC. Regarding the other two institutions, the EP and the Council, 

the research outcomes are somewhat puzzling. While approaching these institutions 

actors combine information politics with efforts to seek access; interestingly, the 

(risky) claim of the Council as an institution capable of attracting substantial public 

pressure can be substantiated. Although we expected that specific interest associations 

would expand their mobilisation efforts in response to the access which diffuse 

interests gain to the EP, we did not anticipate that this would also result in a more 

extensive combination of voice and access strategies among specific interest 

associations (in contrast to diffuse interest associations). The subsequent section 
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offers a more advanced and stringent test for establishing whether these correlations 

are significantly different from each other. It could be that the latter observation might 

be due to random sample fluctuations. 

 

Gaining access and combining influence strategies 
We demonstrated above that seeking access and voice strategies are quite regularly 

combined in a joint strategy, that European diffuse and specific interest associations 

differ only slightly in their use of influence strategies and that European institutions – 

especially the EC compared to the Council and the EP - are approached in a different 

way. In this section, we further expand the analysis by considering access already 

gained as an additional independent variable and we provide a more stringent 

statistical test for some of our hypotheses.  

 

For assessing the gaining of access, public officials were asked to screen a list of 

individual associations corresponding to all associations under investigation. The 

wording of the question was similar to the wording of the question related to the 

network strategies of associations, but some aspects made the questioning different 

from the interview schedule described above. To begin with, the questions were not 

confined to a specific policy event; they referred to what the public officials 

considered as regular communication networks during the past five years.44 Therefore, 

respondents were first asked to strike out those actors with whom they had never, 

seldom or only very rarely discussed European policies. The screening procedure 

continued for the remaining actors whereby the interviewee was asked to indicate 

whether they themselves called on others for policy related information, whether 

others called on them or whether the initiative rested with both. For the sake of 

brevity, we confine the analyses reported here to the first item, the demand for policy-

relevant information. Every association in the sample could be assigned with a score 

corresponding to the number of public actors showing an interest, a score interpreted 

as the supply of public actors’ access to a specific association. This score which 

                                                 
44 Therefore, it is not expected that ‘gaining access’ and ‘seeking access’ should correlate. Gaining 

access refers to the general ability of an actor to gain access while seeking access refers to the network 

strategy of an actor in a specific case.  
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measures the access an association gained, corresponds to what network analysts call 

the indegree.45  

 

Table 6. Gaining access of the interest associations sampled (z-scores, F-tests on 
differences between means) 
Gaining access to…  Specific 

interests 
(N=42) 

Diffuse 
interests 
(N=40) 

F-test 

 x  x  df = 1 
1. The DG’s of the Commission (N=24 respondents) .26 -.27 F= 6.23, p= .0146 
2. The cabinets of Commissioners (N=15 respondents) .17 -.18 F= 2.51, p= .1169 
Overall access to the European Commission (combination of 1 and 2) .25 -.26 F= 5.47, p= .0218 
3. The European Parliament (MEP’s, N=32 respondents) -.05 .06 F= 0.25, p= .6159 
4. The Council infrastructure (PR’s and SG, N=16 respondents) .16 -.17 F= 2.32, p= .1315 
Overall access to European public actors (combination of 1, 2, 3 and 4) .21 -.22 F= 3.77, p= .0556 
 

 

Table 6 compares the public actors’ granting of access to specific and diffuse interest 

associations. The first column gives the type and number of public officials 

interviewed. The other columns specify the access gained by specific and diffuse 

interests. The different rows depict the access gained to specific institutions. Although 

a comparison of the last row supports the proposition that diffuse interests gain less 

access than specific interests do, an F-test on the means suggests that real differences 

regarding the overall access associations gain should not be overvalued (F=3.77, 

p=.0556). The heterogeneity within the two groups of specific and diffuse interests is 

still quite large. Yet, for our purposes it is more important to know how different 

institutions vary their supply of access and, related to this, how the ability to gain 

access differs among institutions and associations. Regarding this it is remarkable 

how well the evidence fits into the propositions outlined above. As expected, it is 

easier for diffuse interests to gain access to the EP than to the EC. Conversely, for 

specific interests the ability to gain access to the EC, more in particular the DG’s, is 

substantially higher than the access they gain to the EP. For diffuse interests the EP is 

the most important entry point, while the Commission DG’s are least important. The 

situation is, on average, completely reversed for specific interests. In addition, a 

statistical comparison of the means yields that the differences between specific and 

diffuse interests are most noticeable regarding their access to the EC (F=5.47, 

p=.0218) and, especially, the access to the DG’s (F=6.23, p=.0146). By contrast, it 

                                                 
45 Stanley Wasserman and Katherine Faust, Social Network Analysis. Methods and Applications 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 125-126. 
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appears that access to the EP is more equally distributed (F=.25, p=.6159). In this 

respect, it is also relevant to report that access to the cabinets of the Commissioners is 

less biased (compare row 1 with row 2) than the access to the DG’s. This confirms 

that cabinets as political antennae and less technical expertise-based bodies are, 

compared to DG’s, more receptive to the mobilisation of diffuse interests, an 

observation pointing to the political counterbalancing role they may fulfil vis-à-vis the 

experts in the DG’s.  

 

Does gaining access affect the use of public strategies? To reiterate briefly, the 

canonical model supposes that if an actor has gained access, she should refrain from 

using voice as this contradicts the nature of European public policy-making and 

obstructs future attempts to gain access. Against the canonical model, we have 

suggested that public officials are not a priori insensitive towards or invariably biased 

against the use of public strategies. We expect that public officials might open their 

doors to a variety of societal interests, including diffuse interests, and that the 

intensity of combining seeking access with voice is stimulated by such inclusive 

dispositions. To be more specific, this should be the case for the EP and, to a lesser 

extent, the Council. In order to test these competing hypotheses, we proceed in two 

steps. Table 7 correlates gaining access with the use of public strategies. Table 8 tests 

the hypotheses regarding the combination of voice and access and the moderation 

effect of diffuse versus specific interests associations.  

 

Table 7. Gaining access and the use of voice by diffuse and specific interests (Pearson 
product moment correlations) 
Gaining access to… Specific interests 

(N=109) 
Diffuse interests 

(N=78) 
 IP PP VOICE IP PP VOICE 

1. The DGs of the European Commission (ns) -.26 (ns) .28 .26 .30 
2. The cabinets of Commissioners (ns) (ns) (ns) .41 (ns) .41 
Overall access gained to the European Commission (ns) (ns) (ns) .36 .27 .38 
3. The European Parliament (ns) (ns) (ns) .47 .34 .50 
4. The Council infrastructure (ns) (ns) (ns) .52 .29 .53 
Overall access gained to European public actors (ns) (ns) (ns) .45 .30 .46 
Index: Only correlations significant at the p ≤ .05 level are shown, N = number of actor-events interactions that were evaluated 
during the interview.  
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In the first column of table 7 different institutions to which one can gain access are 

shown. We distinguish diffuse from specific interest associations and the use of 

information politics, protest politics and voice strategies. In considering the results for 

specific interest associations, it appears that gaining access has, in general, no 

association with the public strategies used. The only meaningful correlation confirms 

that specific interest associations gaining access to Commission DGs refrain from 

protest politics. This finding fits into the view of DGs as expertise-based and less 

publicly politicised bodies. To some extent, the results about diffuse interests 

associations confirm this characterisation of the Commission DGs. Diffuse interest 

associations gaining access to the DGs use voice, but their use of voice is less intense 

and outspoken than voice used if access is gained to the Council or the EP. Still, it is 

significant that diffuse interests associations who gain access to the Commission are 

using some voice, a finding that clearly nuances the canonical model. Contradicting 

the canonical model is that access gained to the Commission cabinets, the EP and the 

Council has a strong correlation with the use of voice among diffuse interest 

associations. Given the mainstream conceptualisation of the Council as a technocratic 

body, the research outcome regarding the Council is especially remarkable.   

 

Multiple-group analysis in LISREL was used for testing whether the type of interest 

association significantly moderates the combination of voice and access.46 The 

                                                 
46 The advantage of multi-group analysis is that in contrast with analysis of variance (ANOVA) or 

traditional OLS regression, assumptions concerning variance homogeneity do not distort outcomes. 

Furthermore, controls for one-way effects, which usually interfere with interaction effects and cause 

problems of multicollinearity, are not needed (Grayson N. Holmbeck, ‘Toward Terminological, 

Conceptual, and Statistical Clarity in the Study of Mediators and Moderators: Examples From the 

Child-Clinical and Pediatric Literatures’, Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 65 (1997) 

599-610, pp. 600-602; James Jaccard and Choi K. Wan, Lisrel approaches to interaction effects in 

multiple regression (London: Sage, 1996), p.3). In this paper, the selection of the best-fitting model 

was done according to a procedure outlined in Holmbeck (see also Reuben M. Baron and David A. 

Kenny. ‘The Moderator-Mediator Variable Distinction in Social Psychological Research: Conceptual, 

Strategic, and Statistical Considerations’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 51 (1986) 

1173-1182), and for all models error variances were fixed to be equal between groups. Some 

drawbacks of the data should be reported. Because of the skewed distribution of protest politics, it was 

decided to analyze the evidence with the joint scale for voice. As several measures are ordinal or 

dichotomous, the use of polychoric correlations, the covariance matrix and weighted least squares 

estimates (WLS) would be more appropriate. However, WLS yields only stable outcomes if the sample 

 31 
 

 



conceptual model matches a simple regression analysis with two independent 

variables, gaining and seeking access, and one dependent variable, voice (see panel a 

in table 8). Multiple-group analysis enables us to test whether the size of predictors 

differs significantly for, or is moderated by, diffuse and specific interests. To phrase it 

differently, can a similar model or parameter equality be supposed for the two groups, 

and if not, which parameters should be freed for an improved fit? In other words, if 

the relation between seeking access to the EP and voice is not similar for diffuse and 

specific interest associations then we may consider freeing this parameter in order to 

obtain a better fit of the data. Freed parameters point to an interaction effect 

exemplified by a distinction between diffuse and specific interests. If parameters are 

to be freed for obtaining a better fit, this suggests that intensity of combining voice 

with seeking access differs substantially for the two types of interest associations.  

 

Table 8. Seeking access, gaining access and voice moderated for interest type 
(standardised path coefficients and model fit) 
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Panel a. Conceptual model 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Panel b. Results  
 
Seeking access -> voice 

Overall model Council-model EP-model EC cabinet-model EC DG-model 

Diffuse interests .62c .57c .49 .48c .45c 
Specific interests .62c .57c .77 .48c .45c 
Gaining access -> 
voice 

     

Diffuse interests .43 .36 .55 .50 .39 
Specific interests (ns) (ns) (ns) (ns) -.24 
Model fit      
χ2, p 3.82, p=.144 

(df=2) 
3.89, p=.143 

(df=2) 
.025,  p=.874 

(df=1) 
3.99, p=.136 

(df=2) 
0.64, p=.726 

(df=2) 
Index: c = path coefficients fixed to be equal for diffuse and specific interests, only coefficients significant at the p ≤ 0.05 level 
are shown.  

size is sufficiently large and, therefore, the input for all analyses was the traditional correlation matrix 

instead of a co-variance matrix. 



Table 8, panel b, reports five separate models. One model includes the overall seeking 

and gaining of access as predictors and the other four models specify seeking and 

gaining access to the Council, to the EP and to the EC - cabinets and DG’s - as 

predictors. A close investigation of these models rejects the claim that voice and 

access are usually not combined. Rather, the evidence suggests the reverse, namely 

that these influence strategies are systematically combined independently from the 

distinction between specific or diffuse interests. Furthermore, the idea that voice is an 

alternative strategy for diffuse interest associations who are less capable of gaining 

access finds no support at all. On the contrary, the evidence suggests the opposite, 

namely that in particular the well-embedded diffuse interests, those who gain 

substantial access, use more extensively voice (third row table 8, panel b). With the 

exception of the Commission DG’s, there is no effect from gaining access on voice 

among specific interests (fourth row table 8, panel b). Specific interests gaining access 

to DG’s significantly avoid voice, a finding resembling the observations made above.  

 

Regarding gaining access, the proposition that the supply of access by the EP has a 

significant effect on voice is confirmed. And although the strong bivariate effect for 

gaining access to the Council reported above cannot be reproduced in the multivariate 

analysis, it remains noteworthy that the Council as a rather insulated bureaucratic 

arena attracts considerable public political pressure. Also, the hypothesis of 

differences between cabinets of Commissioners and DG’s echoes in the analysis; 

diffuse interests with access to the cabinets used more voice than those gaining access 

to DG’s (.50 versus .39). This finding, albeit somewhat less strong, is repeated for 

seeking access. Even if actors are, on average, disposed to combine voice with 

seeking access, they are less inclined to do so when they approach the EC DG’s. An 

additional result reinforces the claim that voice is more important than it may seem. It 

was expected that if voice and seeking access were combined in a joint strategy, this 

linkage would be stronger for diffuse than for specific interests. Yet, the analysis does 

not really confirm this proposition. In four out of five models this parameter could be 

constrained as equal, which suggests that varying effects in the data are caused more 

by random fluctuations than by corresponding realities. In the case of access to the EP 

(fourth column), the difference between specific and diffuse interests was even too 

large to constrain parameters to be equal (χ2 for constrained model = 7.44, 
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p=0.02424), which means that specific interest associations use significantly more 

voice, not less, than diffuse interests when they seek access to MEP’s.  

 

Conclusion 
This article presented two understandings of the use of influence strategies by interest 

associations; one focused on the interests on whose behalf mobilisation takes place 

and one considered the institutional context wherein political activities are embedded. 

We distinguished two main influence strategies, seeking of access and voice; voice 

being further subdivided into information politics and protest politics. The most 

compelling finding is that voice and access are not only widely used, but also quite 

intensively combined. Also the claim that interest associations avoid public activism 

because such practices do not fit within the presumed technocratic nature of the 

European regulatory polity has been clearly rejected. Although the seeking of access 

by diffuse interests is slightly less extensive, the overall differences between diffuse 

and specific interests remain rather small. Furthermore, the evidence does not 

substantiate the supposed different network strategies towards the EC and the EP by 

the two association types scrutinised. With respect to the use of voice, we observe 

only small differences between the two sorts of interest associations, and the data 

further suggest that specific interest associations are much more active in the public 

sphere than was hypothesised initially.  

 

The evidence clearly confirms that institutional factors have a quite significant effect 

on whether and how voice strategies are linked to access strategies. Regarding gaining 

access, it is observed that diffuse interests gain more access to the EP than to the EC; 

this situation is, on average, reverse for specific interests. In addition, some notable 

differences between the Commission cabinets and DG’s were observed; the access to 

the latter is more biased than the access to the former. Also, a multivariate control for 

the access gained yields the result that the supposed incompatibility of voice and 

access has to be rejected. The robustness of our finding is confirmed by the fact that 

the well embedded - not the peripheral - diffuse interest associations are relying on 

public strategies. The hypothesis that gaining access to the EP has a strong positive 

effect on voice is confirmed and, again, the notion of considerable differences 

between cabinets of Commissioners and DG’s echoes in the various analyses. 
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Technocratic features of European policy-making arise when the position of the DG’s 

is investigated; actors are somewhat less disposed to combine voice with seeking 

access to the EC and, in addition, when specific interests gain access to DG’s they 

tend to avoid voice. Interestingly, the Council attracts, in contrast to what is 

commonly assumed, considerable public pressure.  

 

It is true that our data cannot substantiate whether voice as an influence strategy is 

currently more often used than previously, nor was it possible to demonstrate whether 

it is less used at the European than at the domestic level. Our evidence suggests that 

protest politics has remained rather limited and, in this respect, it confirms what other 

researchers have observed so far.47 Our analysis adds to this that if protest politics 

emerges, it usually takes place within a broader strategy of information politics and 

the seeking of access. More importantly, the observed frequencies with which specific 

practices occur do not tell everything about their importance. It might have been that 

our evidence somewhat overestimated the use of information politics, protest politics 

or voice. Even then, it cannot be ignored that public strategies are systematically 

combined with the seeking of access and, perhaps most crucially, that in the case of 

diffuse interests public strategies are positively, not negatively, correlated with 

inclusive dispositions among public officials. This is an important finding. The less 

frequent use of particular political practices or the conceptual and empirical ignorance 

among political scientists does not indicate irrelevance. Or, in Hirschman’s words:  

‘… the effectiveness of the less familiar becomes not only more uncertain, but 

tends to be increasingly underestimated. The reason is that effective use of the 

less familiar mechanism requires that its power be discovered or re-discovered 

whereas the preferred mechanism is routinely familiar; since quite properly we 

dare not to believe in creative discoveries until they have happened, we will 

underestimate the effectiveness of voice’.48  

Likewise, we may tend to overestimate the importance of practices that occur 

frequently or that are widely observed among political scientists. Perhaps the law of 

decreasing marginal utility should be considered here. If one tries to press an issue by 

                                                 
47 For instance see Imig and Tarrow, Contentious Europeans. Protest and Politics in an Emerging 

Polity; Reising, ‘Domestic and supranational political opportunities: European protest in selected 

countries 1980-1995’. 
48 Hirschman, Exit, Voice and Loyality. Responses to Decline in Firms, Organizations and States, p. 30. 
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seeking access in a setting overcrowded by other actors also seeking access, it is, all 

other things being equal, less plausible that granted access will be as consequential as 

access gained under a condition where only a single actor sought access.  

 

Our findings also have more general political consequences. For instance, we showed 

that even if groups represent different constituencies – diffuse or specific – they adapt 

their strategies according to the institution on which they put pressure. A corollary is 

that institutional reforms enabling or constraining gaining access will shape the 

mobilising practices of societal interests. A substantial part of the European political 

elite believes that increasing openness and participation in EU policy-making 

processes, granting of more access, will redress the current democratic deficit and the 

presumed distrust in the EU (cf. the EC’s White Paper on Governance and the 

Declaration of Laeken). Although democratising the EU can take several forms and is 

normatively justified, our framework and the related empirical evidence demonstrates 

the likelihood that this will simultaneously lead to more public, politicised and even 

contentious forms of political mobilisation. Considering our research outcomes, the 

EC White Paper on Governance claim that ‘Participation is not about 

institutionalizing protest’ seems to be a myth. Finally, one might argue that a growing 

importance of public political mobilisation stimulates more transparency, that it 

makes the system less biased and that it becomes more feasible to make officials 

accountable. On the basis of what has been reported here, we hesitate to make such 

far-reaching normative statements. In the short run, a growing importance of the 

public sphere may contribute to more democratic legitimacy, but from a wider 

perspective it remains unclear if this will lead to equally efficient and effective forms 

of government. Instead of equalising access opportunities, conflict expansion in the 

public sphere transforms the bias of mobilisation, not its complete disappearance, in 

the sense that existing conflict structures are displaced by other conflict structures. 
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