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The Role Of Pressure Groups In Democracy
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Abstract:A pressure group is an association of people having common interests who try to achieve that object by 
influencing the government. H. Zeigler defines pressure group as “an organized aggregate which seems to influence 
the context of governmental decision without attempting to its members informal governmental capacities”. 
Pressure groups are a part of the political process and they attempt to reinforce or change the direction of 
government policy, but they do not wish, as pressure groups, to become the government. 
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INTRODUCTION:
They range from powerful employer organizations 

and trade unions operating at the national level to small and 
relatively weak local civic groups trying to improve local 
amenities. According to Henry A. Twiner, “By definition, 
pressure groups are non-partisa organizations which attempt 
to influence some phase of public policy. They do not 
themselves draft party programmes or nominate candidates 
for public office. Pressure associations do, however, appear 
before the resolutions committees of the political parties to 
urge the endorsement of their programme as planks in the 
party's platform. They often attempt to secure the 
endorsement of both major parties and thus remove their 
programme from the arena of partisan controversy. Many 
groups are also active in the nomination and election of party 
members to public offices.” V. O. Key has defined pressure 
groups as “private associations formed to influence public 
policy”. 

Sometimes in place of the term pressure groups, the 
term interest group is used but they mean the same thing. 
Prof. Maclver writes, “When a number of men united for the 
defence, maintenance or enhancement of any more or less 
enduring position or advantage which they possess alike in 
common, the term 'interest' is applied both to the group so 
united as to the cause which unites them. In the sense, the 
term is most frequently used in the plural, implying either 
that various similar groups or advantages combine to form a 
coherent complex, as in the term vested interests or that the 
uniting interest is maintained against an opposing one, as in 
the expressions conflict of interests or balance of interests. 
Interests so understood usually have an economic political 
character. “According to Almond and Powell, “By interest 
group we mean a group of individuals, who are linked by 
particular bonds of concern or advantage and who have some 
awareness of these bonds. The structure of interest group 
may be organized to include continuing role performance by 
all members of the group or it may reflect only occasional 
and intermittent awareness of the group interests on the part 

of individuals”. 
Pressure groups do not influence the electorate on 

the basis of certain programmes. They are concerned only 
with some special interests. They are neither political 
organizations nor they put up candidates for election.                    
They simply influence the policies of the government to 
achieve some special purpose. A special interest is the root of 
the formation of a pressure group.   There can be no group 
unless there is special interest which forces the individuals to 
resort to political means in order to improve or define their 
positions, one against another. Pressure groups play the role 
of hide and seek in politics.  They are afraid of coming into 
politics to play their part openly and try to hide their political 
character by the logic of their being non-political entities. 
Generally, no distinction is made between interest groups 
and pressure groups. However, there is some distinction 
between the two. An interest group is an association of 
people having a mutual concern. They become a pressure 
group as they seek government aid in accomplishing what is 
advantageous to them. An interest group is a formal 
organization of people who share one or more common aim 
and when they start influencing the formation and 
administration of public policy by government, they become 
pressure groups. 

ROLE OF PRESSURE GROUPS: 
In a modern political system, pressure groups 

occupy an important place and they exist in almost all 
democratic countries. No wonder, they have been called “the 
living public behind the parties”. There was a time when 
pressure groups were considered immoral and were hated but 
that is not the position today. Now they are considered not 
only essential for democracy but are also regarded as the 
protectors of individual interests. Influence on legislation is 
increasing day by day and hence pressure groups are 
described as “legislature behind legislature”.  Dr. Finer 
describes them as “The Anonymous Empire”. 

The impact of pressure groups on policy 
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formulation is very great.  Ranney writes, “The many formal 
agencies of the government are more than mere collections 
of robots whose activities are entirely controlled by such 
extra governmental forces as pressure groups and parties. 
The point to remember, however, is that pressure groups 
have a significant impact upon public policy in every modern 
democratic system”. The importance of pressure groups has 
increased to such an extent that they have become king 
makers in modern democratic republican societies. They 
help in forming a link between the people and the 
government of which administrators and legislators can 
make use in securing information on facts and attitudes. For 
example, any democratic government would like to consult 
farmers' association before formulating a new programme 
regarding farming. A free society welcomes groups because 
they represent the diverse and conflicting interests found 
among its citizens.                  Many groups can act as buffers 
against the growth of the power of the central government 
and serve as agencies by which public sentiment is affected.            
These organizations can be business, professional, racial, 
religious, fraternal or civic in character. An effective 
advocacy of both public and private points of view, 
particularly controversial ones, is enhanced by pressure 
groups. 

FACTORS HELPING SUCCESS OF PRESSURE 
GROUPS: 

There are many factors which help the success of 
pressure groups.  The size of a pressure group is one factor 
which help it to obtain what it wants. The reason is that 
groups with many members are likely to be more successful 
than those with few members because the former represent 
many voters and the latter few voters. Another cause of 
success of a pressure group is its cohesion. Both in politics 
and in war, those who work unitedly and closely are more 
powerful than those who are loosely untied or not united at 
all. Another secret of success is the leadership of a pressure 
group. Leadership is a prime factor.A good leader has to 
perform both internal and external functions for his group. 
The organization, tactics and chances for success of any 
pressure group are affected by the political and governmental 
system in which it operates. 

DRAWBACKS: 
However, the influence of pressure groups and 

lobbies is not all for the good. Some of them over reach 
themselves and indulge in unwholesome and immoral 
activities. They bribe legislators. They give sumptuous free 
meals without number and great quantities of assorted 
intoxicating liquors to legislators. They procure for their 
entertainment lascivious women who are on the pay roll of 
the lobbyists. The unwholesome and vulgar tactics of 
pressure groups forced the American Government to pass the 
Federal Regulations of Lobbying Act, 1956 which requires 
individuals and groups to send quarterly reports of their 
activities, to mention the particular bills in connection with 
which they worked, to give a list of publications, to give 
names of persons who contributed 500 dollars or more and to 
present the expenditure including in it the names of persons 
who received ten dollars or more. 

On the whole, it may be stated that pressure groups act as a 
powerful check upon the arbitrary exercise of power and as 
they themselves are prone to abuse their power, it is essential 
that various interest groups be allowed to act as a check upon 
one another in order to establish and sustain the system of 
checkes and balances. Verney writes, “The use of the term 
pressure groups suggests that outside interests are obtaining 
special favours at the expenses of the public, but it is also true 
that groups help to prevent Governments from imposing 
unfair burdens on the unorganized masses. Moreover, where 
party programmes tend of necessity to be general, group 
policies and proposals can be usefully specified.” Ranney 
observes, “The right of citizens to organize and advance their 
ideals and interests by peaceful methods of discussion and 
negotiation is an essential principle of democracy. It is the 
basic justification not only for permitting the existence of 
pressure groups but for tolerating political parties as well. In 
any notion in which this right is guaranteed, pressure groups 
like political parties will continue to be organized and to play 
a significant role in the policy making process of 
democracy.” 
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