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There has been a longstanding concern about inequality in the representation of interests 
by organized groups and lobbyists in American politics. The lobbying community in 
Washington is dominated by corporations, trade associations, and professional 
associations. In Lobbying and Policy Change, Baumgartner and colleagues find that interest 
group resources are not a very reliable predictor of policy outcomes. This might lead some 
to conclude that inequality in interest group representation is not a major problem for 
American democracy. However, Baumgartner and colleagues suggest that inequality in 
interest group representation presents itself at the agenda-setting stage. They find that the 
public agenda is quite different from the lobbying agenda. That is, the types of issues that 
are most important to the public differ from the types of issues that lobbyists bring to the 
attention of government officials. We examine public opinion data in more detail to 
determine if there is greater congruence between the public agenda and lobbying agenda 
for certain publics (e.g., high SES citizens). We find additional evidence that the lobbying 
agenda does not reflect the policy priorities of the public. However, we find relatively few 
differences between the policy priorities of low-income and high-income Americans, 
suggesting that the lobbying agenda fails to represent the concerns of all income groups. 
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 Whose interests are represented when public policy is made in the United States? 

This is a fundamental question in American political science, and it has received renewed 

attention given increasing levels of economic inequality (Bartels 2008; Kelly 2009; Jacobs 

and Skocpol 2005). In particular, a number of recent studies examine the correspondence 

between the policy preferences of citizen subgroups (often defined by income level) and 

policy positions or outputs produced by government. 

 While policy preferences are a critical element in studies of political representation, 

we argue that they are not the only way to examine the links between citizen interests and 

government behavior. More consideration should be given to the policy agenda in 

Washington and the degree to which it reflects the priorities of the public. In particular, we 

hope this will lead to more consideration of the role of interest groups in the study of 

representation in the policy process. 

 In this paper we review some of the conflicting findings in recent research on policy 

representation and make the case for including the policy agenda in the study of 

representation. Continuing earlier work, we use several data sources to compare a 

representative set of issues being lobbied in Washington (the lobbying agenda) to the 

policy domains deemed most important by the public (the public agenda). We find that the 

lobbying agenda bears no resemblance to the policy priorities of the public, regardless of 

which measure of public opinion is used. When we scrutinize public concerns and lobbying 

issues within the same policy domain, we find additional evidence that the issues being 

pushed by lobbyists tend to be unrelated to the specific policy concerns of the public. We 

also find relatively few differences between the policy priorities of low-income and high-
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income Americans. As a result, the lobbying agenda fails to represent the policy concerns of 

all income groups. 

 

The Case for Equal Representation 

 Despite the commonly held view that government is more responsive to wealthier 

interests, several recent studies suggest that low-income citizens are better represented 

than one might think. The case for equal representation is based more on empirical 

findings rather than theoretical reasoning. However, these studies begin from some basic 

theoretical premises. One is that the re-election incentive ensures that elected government 

officials need to be responsive to public opinion, at least majority opinion. For example, 

median voter theories (e.g., Downs 1957) predict that candidates and political parties 

adopt policy positions to appeal to centrist political values, where most people seem to 

reside on the political spectrum (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2006).  

 Furthermore, one perspective in mass behavior research contends that politicians 

can discern the interests of low-income or other disadvantaged groups through elections 

and public opinion surveys. Some argue that all citizens are able to discern the policies that 

advance or inhibit their own interests. Several studies argue that people use heuristics, 

decision-making shortcuts such as party identification, core principles, ideology, or 

endorsements from prominent groups or political figures, to accurately decide which 

candidates or policies best support their preferences (e.g., Popkin 1994; Lupia and 

McCubbins 1998; Goren 2011). These mechanisms enable all citizens, even those in 
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disadvantaged groups, to effectively reveal their policy preferences through the voting 

booth, public opinion surveys, and other forms of political participation.1 Thus, elected 

officials, who have an incentive to represent the interests of voting majorities, will tend to 

produce policies that reflect the interests of most voters. 

 Furthermore, some recent studies find that differences in policy opinions between 

income and other demographic subgroups tend to be small or nonexistent, except in the 

social welfare policy domain. In addition, the policy preferences of different income groups 

move in tandem over time, even in the social welfare domain (Soroka and Wlezien 2010; 

Enns and Wlezien 2011; but see Gilens 2009). Thus, these studies conclude, even if 

politicians are most responsive to the policy positions of the wealthy, government policy is 

still likely to reflect the preferences of all income groups. 

 As a result, there is evidence that “dynamic representation,” the movement of 

government policy over time in response to public preferences, occurs fairly equally for 

rich, poor, and middle-income Americans. Government policy outputs are highly 

responsive to the movement of public opinion over time (MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson 

2002). In particular, changes in government policy are responsive to changes in public 

opinion for all income groups, a finding that holds across multiple policy domains (Soroka 

and Wlezien 2010, 2011). These findings challenge ideas about the pervasiveness and 

impact of political inequality in the United States. 

                                                           
1 For a review of this literature, see Niemi, Weisberg, and Kimball (2011, chapter 5). 
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 However, it is striking that most recent studies comparing citizen policy preferences 

to government policy outputs do not consider the role of interest groups. In this literature, 

there is some effort to examine the role of political parties as coalitions of groups that bring 

certain policy preferences to the government’s attention, to the exclusion of other interests 

(Hussey and Zaller 2011; Druckman and Jacobs 2011), but little examination of interest 

groups (for exceptions, see Gilens 2011; Bartels 2008). This is a critical omission, for 

organized interests tend to play a starring role in theories of unequal representation. 

  

The Case for Unequal Representation 

 The interest group literature has focused on questions of equal representation for 

quite some time, particularly spurred by scholarly debates over pluralism and its critics. 

Schattschneider’s (1960, 35) colorful observation that “the flaw in the pluralist heaven is 

that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent” notes the representational 

bias in the interest group system. Some demographics groups, such as the poor and 

unemployed, are not organized. As a result, the interest group community in Washington is 

skewed in favor of corporate and trade association interests (Schlozman and Tierney 1986; 

Baumgartner and Leech 2001; Schlozman 2010). Most organized interests represent firms 

or associations of institutions (such as companies, local governments, or universities) 

rather than associations of individuals (Salisbury 1984; Schlozman 2010). Even interest 

groups that are designed to represent disadvantaged Americans tend to favor their 

wealthier members (Strolovich 2007).  
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Organized interests have a number of ways to make their voices heard by 

government. Interest groups can spend as much as they can afford on campaign 

contributions, public relations campaigns, and government lobbying while unorganized 

interests cannot. Assuming that interest groups have some impact on public policy, it is 

commonly hypothesized that the interest group system introduces bias in the policy 

process (e.g., Schattschneider 1960; Olson 1965; Walker 1991). 

Furthermore, the election mechanism whereby the supply of policy matches public 

demand may have some bugs. Wealthy people are more likely to vote, donate money, and 

volunteer time in politics (Schlozman, Verba and Brady 1995). Similarly, there is a class 

bias in membership in voluntary associations (Putnam 2000; Baumgartner and Walker 

1988). Members of Congress, and Senators in particular, tend to be wealthier than the 

average citizen. Given these facts and evidence that elected officials respond more to voters 

than non-voters (Griffin and Newman 2005; Martin 2003; Hajnal 2010), the ideal of equal 

representation seems more distant. 

In addition, recent evidence challenges the efficiency of low-information rationality. 

Recent studies indicate that heuristics may lead low-information voters to make “incorrect” 

candidate choices, supporting candidates who are not closest to their own policy 

preferences. Since income and political knowledge are correlated (Althaus 2003; Bartels 

2008), those with higher incomes tend to be more knowledgeable about politics and more 

able to translate their self-interest into policy preferences and voting choices (Bartels 

2008; Gomez and Wilson 2001). Thus, income is correlated with an ability to make one’s 

voice heard in politics. As a result, several cross-sectional studies find that government 
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policy and politicians are more responsive to elites and high-income constituents than to 

low- and middle-income citizens (Bartels 2008; Gilens 2005, 2009; Page and Jacobs 2005). 

 

Representation and the Policy Agenda 

Much of the recent literature on policy representation in American politics has 

compared the policy preferences of the public (or subgroups) to policy outcomes or the roll 

call votes of legislators, what Jones and colleagues term “positional” representation (Jones 

and Baumgartner 2005; Jones, Larsen-Price, and Wilkerson 2009). Clearly this is a critical 

area of political representation. However, policy positions are not the beginning and end of 

the study of representation in the policy process. For example, Hall (1996) notes that the 

roll call behavior of legislators does not adequately measure their level of devotion to an 

issue. Other evidence is needed to measure the intensity of their preferences, to assess how 

hard they work, in crafting legislation and enlisting supporters, to get a new policy passed. 

Similarly, while it is relatively painless for people to reveal their issue positions to a 

pollster, it is another matter to determine which issues they really care about. As Jones and 

colleagues (2009) note, studies that compare the ideological preferences of the public with 

policy outcomes implicitly assume that all issues are equally important to the public, an 

assumption that usually remains untested. 

A critical but limited resource in the policymaking process is attention 

(Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Jones 1995; Jones and Baumgartner 2005). Government 

officials have a limited amount of attention they can devote to different policies. Media 
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organizations have a limited number of journalists to report on policy deliberations to the 

public. An abundance of issues and information must be sifted and prioritized into a small 

fraction of policies that are considered for action by the government.  

Studies of policy representation should also assess whether the policies gaining the 

attention of government officials are the same policy priorities held by the mass public, and 

different subgroups of the population. Jones and Baumgartner (2005) denote “agenda 

congruence” as the degree to which the public agenda is reflected in the policy agenda in 

Washington. There is evidence of positive correlations between the policy priorities of the 

public and the priorities of Congress, as measured by hearings and laws passed, but the 

correlations are usually far from perfect (Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Jones, Larsen-Price 

and Wilkerson 2009). 

Examining the policy agenda also tends to prompt more explicit consideration of the 

role of interest groups in the representation equation. Due to the bias in the lobbying 

community noted above, it has long been argued that elites have disproportionate 

influence over the policy agenda (Schattschneider 1960; Bachrach and Baratz 1962; 

McConnell 1966). Several studies find that interest groups have some influence over the 

policy agenda in Washington (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Cobb and Ross 1997; Berry 

1999). More specifically, there is concern that the class bias in interest group communities 

may produce a controlled policy agenda that ignores issues organized interests do not want 

addressed (Bachrach and Baratz 1962). This implies that the policy agenda pursued by 

interest groups may not reflect the issue priorities of the public or of segments of the mass 

public that suffer from insufficient interest group representation.  
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Recent studies have compared the public’s policy priorities to various measures of 

government attention and policy outputs. Jones and colleagues (2009) find higher levels of 

responsiveness to public priorities in agenda-setting stages than in later decision-making 

stages (such as presidential executive orders or lawmaking). This may lead some to 

conclude that interest group lobbying does not hinder, and may enhance, representation in 

the policymaking process. However, the policy priorities of organized interests (what we 

term the “lobbying agenda”) need to be measured and compared to the public’s policy 

priorities to help understand the role of interest groups in agenda-setting. In earlier work, 

we find evidence that the lobbying agenda is largely unrelated to the public agenda 

(Baumgartner et al. 2009). We extend that work below by examining additional measures 

of the public agenda and testing whether different income groups are equally represented 

in terms of agenda congruence. 

 

Data 

We expand upon previous work to compare the lobbying agenda and the public 

agenda in the United States for the period from 1998 to 2002. To measure the policy 

priorities of organized interests we first drew a random sample of registered lobbyists in 

Washington. The sampling frame was based on the reports lobbyists file with Congress 

each year, with organizations weighted in proportion to their lobbying activity. Thus, 

groups that reported lobbying on more issues had a greater chance of being selected. We 

scheduled an interview with a lobbyist for each of the interest groups selected in the 
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sample. At the beginning of each interview we asked the lobbyist to discuss the most recent 

issue they had work on. Each interview with a newly selected interest group generated one 

new issue for us to follow. We continued this sampling and interviewing process until we 

had generated 98 issues, a representative sample of the issues being pushed by lobbyists 

from 1998 to 2002. Through interviews with other lobbyists and government officials and 

other public sources, we compiled additional information for each issue, including lobbying 

activities, interest group resources, issue salience, and policy outcomes.2 

In an ominous sign for public representation, the issues in our lobbying study tend 

to be rather low in media salience. More than seventy percent of the lobbying issues were 

never covered in a network television news story during the study period. Half of the issues 

were covered in fewer than 16 articles published in the 29 major newspapers indexed by 

Lexis-Nexis. Only four of the issues were the subject of a television advertising campaign 

designed to influence public opinion. Nevertheless, the issues identified by lobbyists did 

receive some attention from government. More than one-third of the issues were the 

subject of a congressional hearing, and all but six were featured in at least one bill 

introduced in Congress. 

We coded each of the issues in our study in one of the 19 major topic codes and 225 

subtopic codes developed by the Policy Agendas Project. The subtopic codes indicate more 

specific issues within the 19 major policy domains. The distribution of the lobbying agenda 

is simply indicated by the share of issues in each of the major topic categories. We found 

                                                           
2 For more details on the research methodology, see Baumgartner et al. (2009). The complete list of issues, as 

well as additional documentation and data are available at http://lobby.la.psu.edu/ 
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that the largest policy domains of the lobbying agenda are health (21 percent), 

environment (13 percent), transportation (8 percent), banking and finance (7 percent), 

national defense (7 percent), and science/technology (7 percent). 

We first used data from the Policy Agendas Project to measure the public’s issue 

agenda.3 The public opinion data come from Gallup surveys that asked respondents “What 

is the most important issue facing the country today?” Gallup conducted fifteen national 

surveys that included the MIP question from the start of 1999 to the end of 2002. The 

Policy Agendas Project coded the issue categories from the topline results of each survey 

reported by Gallup into the same 19 major topic areas. Since Gallup, like other survey 

organizations, recorded multiple issues mentioned by respondents to the MIP question, the 

issue mentions were normalized so that percentages summed to 100.4 The Policy Agendas 

Project reported annual data on the percentage of issue mentions in each of the 19 major 

topic areas. We averaged the annual measures from 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002 to create 

our measure of the public agenda. 

In order to examine the issue priorities of citizen subgroups, we need the raw data 

from public opinion surveys featuring the “most important problem” question. However, 

we are unable to get access to many of the relevant Gallup survey data for the 1999-2002 

study period. Instead, we examine public opinion data from two other sources. We used 

data from these surveys to validate our original findings regarding the public’s policy 

                                                           
3 The data from the Policy Agendas Project were originally collected by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. 

Jones, with the support of the National Science Foundation. 

4 See Feeley, Jones, and Larsen (2001) for more details on the Policy Agendas Project MIP coding. 
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priorities. One of our data sources is the Pew Research Center, which included the MIP 

question in five national surveys conducted between January of 1999 and December of 

2002. Pew used the same question wording as Gallup and also recorded multiple issue 

mentions from respondents. We coded the MIP issue categories from the Pew polls into the 

19 major topic areas as the Policy Agendas Project. We also followed the same method as 

used by the Policy Agendas Project (Feeley, Jones, and Larsen 2001) to compute a 

normalized average of responses to the MIP question across the five Pew polls. 

To examine subgroups of the public, we obtained the respondent-level data for all 

five Pew surveys (conducted in June 1999, August 1999, February 2001, May 2001, and 

March 2002). We merged the data files, producing a sample of 4,768 respondents who 

answered the MIP question. We divided the sample into three income categories: low 

(under $35,000), medium (between $35,000 and $75,000), and high ($75,000 and above). 

Our second source of public opinion data is the American National Election Studies, 

which included a most important problem question in the 1998 post-election surveys and a 

randomly selected half sample of the 2000 pre-election survey. ANES did not include the 

MIP question in its 2002 post-election survey. The ANES MIP question wording is slightly 

different than that used by Pew and Gallup. The ANES question is “What do you think are 

the most important problems facing this country?” Since ANES asks for multiple mentions 

rather than a single mention, the ANES surveys produce more issue mentions per 

respondent (up to five) than Gallup or Pew. For this analysis, we just examine the first issue 

mentioned by the respondent. 
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We merged the two ANES data files, producing a sample of 2,123 who answer the 

MIP question. We coded the MIP responses into the 19 major topic areas developed by the 

Policy Agendas Project. In addition, ANES codes responses to the MIP question in much 

more fine-grained categories than the other two polling organizations. This allows us to 

also code the ANES MIP responses into the subtopic categories created by the Policy 

Agendas Project. Finally, we split the ANES sample into the same three income categories 

noted above. 

[Figure 1 about here] 

Results 

We first compare the lobbying agenda to the broad policy priorities of the public. 

Figure 1 compares the distribution of issues in the lobbying agenda to the summary public 

opinion data on the MIP question from the Gallup and Pew surveys.5 As the figure shows, 

using either public opinion measure, the policy priorities of the public bear little 

resemblance to the policy priorities of organized interests. From 1999 to 2002 the domains 

that occupied the most space on the lobbying agenda were health care, the environment, 

transportation, finance, defense, and science and technology, while most important issues 

for the public were crime, the economy, education, foreign affairs, health care, and social 

welfare. The Pew polling data produces almost the exact same distribution of the relative 

important of different policy domains as the Gallup survey data (the correlation between 

the Gallup and Pew “most important problem” distributions is .98). However, there is no 

                                                           
5 Part of Figure 1 previously appeared in Baumgartner et al. (2009, 258). 
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correlation between either measure of the policy priorities of the public and the share of 

the agenda space accorded each policy domain in the lobbying agendas (r = -.01 in both 

comparisons). 

Figure 2 shows a similar comparison between the lobbying and public agendas, this 

time featuring the Gallup and ANES public opinion measures. The ANES data also show a 

mismatch between the public agenda and the lobbying agenda. In fact, the correlation 

between the ANES MIP issue distribution and the lobbying agenda is more negative (r = -

.12) than what is observed with the Gallup and Pew MIP measures. 

The issue distribution in the ANES MIP measure is positively associated with the 

Gallup measure (r = .90) but not as strongly as the Pew MIP measure. This is likely due to 

the timing of the ANES surveys (in the fall of a general election year only) and the fact that 

the ANES sample does not include any respondents interviewed after 2000. The absence of 

any post-9/11 surveys in the ANES sample may help explain why defense and crime 

receive fewer mentions when compared to the Gallup data. The ANES sample also relies 

heavily on the 1998 survey, which took place while the Clinton impeachment scandal was 

featured in many congressional campaigns. This accounts for the higher share of 

government operations mentions in the ANES sample. Regardless of which public opinion 

measure is used, we find no congruence between the public agenda and the lobbying 

agenda. 

[Figure 2 about here] 
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Jones and Baumgartner (2005) observe that public attention tends to be 

concentrated on a few policy priorities at a time. Survey responses to the MIP question 

tend to cluster in a small number of policy domains, often national security and the 

economy. In contrast, they find that Congress is able to devote attention to many issues at 

the same time. The size and staff capacity of Congress, the division of labor formalized by 

the committee system, mean that Congress can juggle more issues. We find similar 

evidence in characterizing the public agenda, and the lobbying agenda more closely 

resembles the legislative agenda in terms of issue diversity. Figures 1 and 2 show that 

seven of the nineteen policy domains receive no mention in at least one of the public 

opinion measures during a four-year period. The 98 issues on the lobbying agenda during 

the same period exclude just two of the nineteen policy domains (public lands and civil 

rights).6 The lobbying agenda, which reflects the pluralism of the interest group system, 

more closely resembles the legislative agenda in juggling many issues. 

A recent study of representation by Jones, Larsen-Price, and Wilkerson (2009) 

compared the public agenda to the issue distribution observed at various stages of the 

policymaking process, including congressional hearings, bills, laws, Supreme Court 

decisions, executive orders, and media coverage. On average, they find positive correlations 

between the public agenda and each policymaking channel. Our finding of no correlation 

between the public agenda and the lobbying agenda suggests there is less representation in 

the lobbying system than any of the other policymaking channels, not a surprising result 

                                                           
6 Of the 98 lobbying issues, one environmental issue (logging in national forests) involved public lands and 

one crime issue (criminal justice reform) had a strong civil rights component. 
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given the representational bias in lobbying groups. Jones and colleagues also find that 

public priorities tend to be better represented at agenda-setting stages of the policy 

process than at later decision-making stages. They reason that this is due to fewer 

institutional barriers to government action at the agenda-setting stage. Again, we find that 

the lobbying agenda does not reflect broad public priorities. Thus, representation of the 

public’s policy priorities at the agenda-setting stage of government activity occurs in spite 

of, not because of, organized interests.  

Since the lobbying agenda does not reflect the public agenda, we next consider 

whether the lobbying agenda more closely reflects the policy priorities of smaller issue 

publics. Many subgroups might be compared in this manner. Since several recent studies 

examine the positional representation different income groups, our first step in this area is 

to examine whether there is evidence of differential agenda representation for different 

income groups in the public. Using the Pew and ANES survey data, we divide the samples 

into three income groups, those below $35,000 (denoted as low income), those between 

$35,000 and $75,000 (medium income), and those at or above $75,000 (high income). 

[Figure 3 about here] 

Figure 3 plots the distribution of policy priorities in the Pew data by income group 

for the 1999-2002 study period. There does not appear to be much difference between the 

broad issue priorities of low-income and high-income Americans. Domains that are 

mentioned as important by one income group tend to be important to the other income 

groups as well. Domains that are not mentioned by one income group are also ignored by 
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other income groups. For a few domains there are modest differences in the frequency with 

which they are mentioned by different income groups. The low-income group rates crime 

and social welfare as somewhat more important domains than the high-income group, 

while high-income respondents were more likely to mention education as an important 

issue. Given the size of the sample, these group differences are statistically significant while 

modest in substance. 

The similarities in the policy distributions by income group in Figure 3 are more 

numerous than the differences. As a result, the policy agenda for each income group is 

similarly unrelated to the lobbying agenda for this period. The correlation between the 

lobbying agenda and the public agenda is -.02 for low-income respondents, -.04 for middle-

income respondents, and .03 for high-income respondents.  

Figure 4 reports a similar comparison of the broad issue priorities of different 

income groups in the ANES survey data. In the ANES data we again see broad similarities in 

the policy priorities of income groups, especially in the domains that receive little or no 

mention. However, the ANES data reveal less consistency in policy priorities across income 

groups than the Pew data. Diverging issue priorities are especially notable in education, 

crime, social welfare, and health care. Low-income respondents are more likely than high-

income respondents to mention crime, social welfare, foreign affairs, and government 

operations as important issues. High-income respondents are more likely to cite education 

and health care as important issues. 

[Figure 4 about here] 
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With the ANES data, we again find that the lobbying agenda is not positively 

associated with the policy priorities of any income group. In fact, the policy agenda of low-

income respondents is somewhat inversely related to the lobbying agenda. The correlation 

between the lobbying agenda and the public agenda is -.19 for low-income respondents, -

.07 for middle-income respondents, and .01 for high-income respondents. However, none 

of the correlations are statistically significant. 

For the final analysis, we take advantage of the detailed coding of the MIP responses 

in the ANES survey data. We examine policy domains that received at least a modest share 

of responses in the ANES data, so that the sample is still large enough to compare income 

groups. Within each domain, we then compare the public agenda to the lobbying agenda 

using the more specific subtopic codes developed by the Policy Agendas Project.7 The 

results, presented in Table 1, show that the disparity between the lobbying agenda and the 

public agenda is more extensive. In addition, we find additional evidence of differences in 

the policy priorities of low-income and high-income respondents in some domains that 

appear consistent with their economic interests. 

On economic issues, the public most frequently mentioned general concerns (e.g., 

jobs or recession), unemployment, and the national debt. High-income respondents 

attached more importance to the national debt while low-income respondents more 

                                                           
7
 We exclude two policy domains that received a substantial number of mentions in the ANES surveys. One is 

education, where the survey responses only referred to general education concerns, not specific topics that could 

be compared to the education issues in the lobbying agenda. The second domain is government operations. 

Roughly one-third of the government operations mentions in the ANES survey referenced the Clinton 

impeachments scandal. The impeachment trial was over by the start of 1999, and there was no lobbying on that 

issue in our study. 
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frequently mentioned unemployment as an important economic issue, differences that are 

statistically significant (p<.05). In contrast, all seven economic issues on the lobbying 

agenda dealt with tax policy (e.g., estate tax, excise tax, interest expense taxes, sales taxes, 

the tax status of stock options, tax rates for computer depreciation, and taxes on 

government pensions), a subtopic rarely mentioned by respondents of all income levels. 

Thus, the economic issues pursued by the lobbyists in our sample generally did not 

correspond with the priorities of Americans who mentioned economic issues as the most 

important problems facing the country. 

[Table 1 about here] 

Health care was the largest domain on the lobbying agenda. Among survey 

respondents in the health domain, more than nine of every ten in each income group 

mentioned comprehensive health reform as an important issue. While two health issues in 

the lobbying agenda involved systemic reforms of the health care system, most of the 

lobbying on health issues involved other concerns. More than one-third of the health issues 

on the lobbying agenda involved payments for health care providers or insurance coverage 

for particular treatments, issues that were not specifically mentioned by survey 

respondents. More than half of the health issues on the lobbying agenda involved other 

issues, such as research and development, regulating the drug industry, hospital facilities, 

that were rarely mentioned by respondents of any income level. 

Crime was the most frequently mentioned policy domain on the public agenda. The 

crime issues most frequently mentioned by the public included family issues (mentioned 



20 

 

more by high-income respondents), as well as drugs and crime prevention (mentioned 

most often by low-income respondents). There was no lobbying activity on those crime 

issues. Instead, the crime portion of the lobbying agenda involved police and gun control, 

changes in criminal and civil code, and court administration, issues that were rarely 

mentioned by the public. 

In the social welfare policy domain, poverty was the most frequently mentioned 

issue for low-income respondents. Elderly issues were also frequently mentioned by the 

public. However, these issue concerns were not part of the lobbying agenda. The one social 

welfare issue on the lobbying agenda involved assistance to the disabled, an issue not 

mentioned by the survey respondents. Within the domain of international affairs, the one 

issue on the lobbying agenda dealt with foreign aid, an issue not mentioned very frequently 

by the public. Important public concerns in the realm of foreign affairs most often referred 

to the Middle East and general concerns (e.g., war and peace). Again, these topics did not 

appear on the lobbying agenda. 

When we look more closely within policy domains, there is further evidence that the 

lobbying agenda does not reflect the public’s policy priorities. Even when Americans and 

lobbyists refer to the same policy domain as a priority, they frequently mean different 

types of issues within that domain. It is possible that issues receiving lobbying attention 

may have satisfied some of the general concerns expressed by the public in those policy 

domains, but that remains an untested hypothesis. 

 



21 

 

Conclusion 

It is important for studies of policy representation to consider the policy priorities 

of the public in addition to the preferences of the public. For representation to occur it is 

necessary for the government to address the policy concerns of the public. We hope this 

will lead to a closer examination of other stages of the policymaking process and the role of 

interest groups in the representation equation. When it comes to the policy agenda, we find 

that the bias in the interest group system means that the issues pushed by lobbyists 

generally do not correspond to the broad policy priorities of the public. We find no 

correlation between the lobbying agenda and the public agenda, using multiple measures 

of public opinion. Even when public concerns and lobbying activity share the same policy 

domain, the specific issues advanced by lobbyists tend to be different from the specific 

policy concerns of the public. 

We also find relatively few differences between the policy priorities of low-income 

and high-income publics, although when differences emerge they tend to reflect the 

competing economic interests of wealthy and poor Americans. We divided the survey 

samples into fairly broad income categories. In particular, the high-income group ($75,000 

and above in annual income) encompasses a wide range of wealth. It may be that those 

advantaged by the interest group system are a small enough slice of the public that it is 

difficult to isolate them in survey data. For example, Page (2009) notes that the top one-

tenth of one percent in the income distribution, though they control a lot of wealth, 

comprise such a small number of people that they have not been reliably identified in 

sample surveys. In addition, it makes sense to move beyond income and examine other 
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issue publics in representation studies. Given the professional bias in the interest group 

system, it is worth comparing the policy priorities of different occupation groups. In any 

case, the evidence in this paper suggests that all income groups are unrepresented in the 

lobbying agenda. 

Given the bias in the interest group system, it is not surprising that the lobbying 

agenda poorly reflects public priorities. We find that most of the issues on the lobbying 

agenda receive little attention from the media, and thus receive little attention from the 

public. However the lack of public attention did not prevent government action on the 

issues in the lobbying agenda. While the status quo was the likely outcome after observing 

the issues in the lobbying study for four years, when policy change occurred it was 

frequently significant, rather than incremental. In addition, policy change was largely 

unrelated to the salience of the lobbying issues. 

This is a concern for policy representation given that government tends to be more 

responsive to the public on more salient issues when the public is watching (Arnold 1990; 

Epstein and Segal 2000; Burstein 2003). Very few of the issues in our lobbying study were 

the subject of questions in a national survey, so public opinion was not a significant factor 

in government deliberations on these issues. More to the point, among the lobbyists we 

interviewed, the mass public was very rarely mentioned as an obstacle to getting their 

preferred policy outcome. They more frequently noted opposition or a lack of attention 

from government officials or other organized interests as the main impediments to their 

policy goals. This is not to suggest that interest groups act with impunity or that the public 

has no impact on government decision-making. However, studies of representation in the 
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policymaking process need to carefully examine the role of interest groups and the 

lobbying agenda. 
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Figure 1 
The Lobbying Agenda versus the Public Agenda, 1999-2002 (Gallup and Pew) 
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The figure shows the percentage of lobbying cases compared to the average responses to 
the poll question “What is the most important problem facing the country today?” 
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Figure 2 
The Lobbying Agenda versus the Public Agenda, 1999-2002 (Gallup and ANES) 
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The figure shows the percentage of lobbying cases compared to the average responses to 
the MIP question in Gallup and ANES surveys. 
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Figure 3 
The Public Agenda by Income Group, 1999-2002 (Pew) 

 

0 10 20 30
Percent of issue mentions

Agriculture
Finance

Public lands
Science/Tech

Trade
Transportation

Environment
Labor

Housing
Civil rights

Energy
Government

Defense
Education

Health
Social welfare
Foreign affairs

Economy
Crime

Low Income Middle Income

High Income

 



31 

 

Figure 4 
The Public Agenda by Income Group, 1999-2002 (ANES) 
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Table 1 
Subtopic Comparison of Policy Priorities to Lobby Agenda 

By Income Level 
 
Domain Income Lobby 
Economy Low Medium High Agenda 

General economic issues 32% 40% 37% 0% 
Unemployment 32% 24% 17% 0% 
National budget and debt 17% 15% 30% 0% 
Tax policy 9% 13% 11% 100% 
Other economic Issues 10% 8% 5% 0% 

     
Health Low Medium High Lobby 

Comprehensive health reform 92% 95% 97% 5% 
Provider and insurance payment 0% 0% 0% 36% 
Other health issues 8% 5% 3% 59% 

     
Social Welfare     

General social welfare issues 11% 12% 23% 0% 
Poverty 47% 25% 27% 0% 
Elderly issues 42% 62% 50% 0% 
Assistance to the disabled 0% 0% 0% 100% 

     
Crime     

Family issues 31% 47% 58% 0% 
Riots and crime prevention 34% 31% 16% 0% 
Drugs 22% 9% 14% 0% 
Police and guns 3% 6% 7% 40% 
Criminal and civil code 0 0 0 40% 
Court administration 0 0 0 20% 
Other crime issues 10% 7% 5% 0% 
     

International affairs     
General international issues 44% 49% 31% 0% 
Middle East 32% 29% 31% 0% 
Foreign aid 19% 12% 0% 100% 
International finance 0% 5% 23% 0% 
Other international issues 5% 5% 15% 0% 

 
The table shows the percentage of lobbying issues within certain domains compared to the 
percentage of income subgroups naming the same issues in response to the MIP question in 
ANES surveys. 


