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Influence of lobbying in EU policy
process phases
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University of Malaga, Malaga, Spain

The influence of lobbies in the European Union is a complex phenomenon that
must be analyzed through various direct and indirect conditioning dimensions.
This theoretical research examines the impact of pressure groups at each of the
six stages of the public policy formulation process in the supranational entity:
problem emergence in society, agenda setting, consideration of policy options,
decision-making, policy implementation, and policy evaluation. The study reveals
how the influence of lobbies fluctuates depending on the point in the process
and the type of interests they represent. Lobbies with social interests tend to have
an advantage in phases involving public engagement, using grassroots lobbying
strategies. On the other hand, economic lobbies dominate in phases that require
contact with legislators, employing direct communication strategies. Among
the direct conditioning dimensions, economic capacity—whether explicitly or
implicitly—and access to decision-makers are crucial factors in determining the
degree of influence. Additionally, in terms of indirect dimensions, media coverage
is considered the most explanatory element regarding the influence capacity of
lobbies, particularly at the initial and final stages of the governance cycle.
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1 Introduction

Since its creation, the European Union has gradually evolved into one of the most
influential political-economic entities worldwide, with a significant role in global politics
(Dinan, 2014; Lelieveldt and Princen, 2023). This evolution has increased the complexity of
the decision-making process and underscored the need for informed and balanced public
policy that takes into account the diversity of opinions, interests, and stakeholders involved
(Buonanno and Nugent, 2020).

Pressure groups or lobbies occupy a prominent position in this common political space,
representing a wide range of interests and exerting influence in numerous areas (Crombez,
2002; Diir and Mateo, 2012). The participation of lobbies in the European Union is a dynamic
and evolving phenomenon, raising questions about the transparency, accountability, and
ethical implications of their interactions with policymakers (Dinan, 2021). One explanatory
factor for the priority position of lobbies operating in Europe stems from the decision-making
system of the supranational entity, which is characterized by the involvement and convergence
of multiple institutions and actors. This, together with other issues, enables pressure groups to
capitalize on favorable circumstances to advance their agendas, i.e., to exert influence (Coen,
2007; Woll, 2006).

In this regard, it is important to consider that the influence of pressure groups depends
on several factors. Nine conditioning dimensions stand out, which will be further
developed in this article. The independent direct dimensions include financial strength
(Chand, 2017; Stevens and De Bruycker, 2020), the ability to mobilize supporters (Kliiver,
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2013; Walker, 2012), the willingness to form coalitions (Grose et al.,
2022; Hula, 1999), the alignment of the claims with dominant social
norms (Ihlen and Raknes, 2020), and access to gatekeepers and
authorities (Bouwen, 2002; Serna-Ortega et al., 2024). The
dependent direct dimensions involve the stage of the policymaking
process in which influence is sought and the communication
strategies employed (De Bruycker and Beyers, 2019). Additionally,
the indirect conditioning dimensions refer to media coverage
(Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024) and public perception of the
organization (Kollman, 1998).

This theoretical research is based on the general objective (GO) of
analyzing the influence capacity of pressure groups at the different
phases of the European Union’s public policy formulation process:
emergence of the problem in society, agenda setting, consideration of
policy options, decision-making, policy implementation, and policy
evaluation. That is, it seeks to delve into one of the two dependent
direct conditioning dimensions mentioned.

Derived from this general objective, three specific objectives are
outlined. The first (SO1) aims to explore the differences in influence
capacity across the phases based on the organizational nature of the
lobby and the interests it defends. The second specific objective (SO2)
seeks to study the interdependencies and interrelations that the
analysis presents with the other independent direct and indirect
conditioning dimensions. The last specific objective (SO3) aims to
examine the communication strategies most commonly employed by
lobbies throughout the various phases of the process.

In this way, the contribution of this article to the literature is
threefold. First, it offers a clearer understanding of how the influence
capacity of pressure groups changes across the various phases of the
European Union’s policy process, a conditioning dimension that
remains one of the least explored in the scientific literature. By
analyzing it through the lens of organizational nature and the interests
represented, the study offers new insights into the differentiated
impact of various types of lobbies. Second, it analyzes the interplay
between conditioning dimensions, highlighting how these factors
interact with different stages of the policy process, and offering an
integrative approach that transcends isolated analyses to provide a
comprehensive perspective. Thirdly, the research explores the role of
communication strategies across different phases, identifying which
tactics are most effective in each stage. This analysis is useful for both
scholars and practitioners, as it bridges the gap between theory
and practice.

One of the aspects that most underscores the relevance of this
study is its international focus. It is evident that the policy process in
the European Union shares similarities with those of its member states
(van et al., 2024; Buonanno and Nugent, 2020; Chari and Heywood,
2009). Both systems operate through multilevel governance,
stakeholder participation, and consensus-driven decision-making.
They also follow analogous stages, prioritizing transparency,
accountability, and public communication to maintain legitimacy and
inclusiveness. However, the supranational framework is notably more
complex due to the diversity of actors, overlapping jurisdictions, and
competing interests it must balance (Ackrill et al., 2013). This added
complexity makes the European Union a valuable case for studying
lobbying, as it offers pressure groups a broader range of access points.
Closely related to this, it must be considered that the European Union’s
decision-making processes extend beyond its borders (Bradford,
2020), influencing global economic and political dynamics, making

Frontiers in Political Science

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1511918

the examination of lobbying at the supranational level crucial for
understanding its impact and strategic importance.

Subsequently, considering the significance of the European
context in lobbying practices and the growing public scrutiny and
political debates surrounding the role of lobbying in democratic
systems (Barron and Skountridaki, 2022; Crepaz, 2021), studying how
pressure groups operate has become more crucial than ever. In this
regard, this research contributes to the ongoing dialogue on ensuring
that lobbying practices align with democratic values and serve the
public interest, while also enhancing the understanding of political
advocacy by all the actors involved in the process.

To achieve the proposed objectives, a structure divided into three
parts is established. The first part explores the nine conditioning
dimensions that shape the influence capacity of lobbies, as
understanding these dimensions is necessary for effectively analyzing
their implications across the different phases of the policy process. In
the second part, the bulk of the theoretical review on the influence
capacity of lobbies during the various stages of the European policy
formulation process is developed, using a phase-specific structure. The
content in each phase is organized systematically according to the
specific objectives —except for the last phase, whose particularities
require a description starting from communication strategies and
concluding with the differences between types of lobbies. The third
part, corresponding to the discussion, presents a general comparative
analysis of the phases, examines the overall connections with the other
dimensions, suggests possible future lines of research on the topic, and
develops the implications and applications of the findings in the
political, media, and social spheres.

In practical terms, this research primarily relies on a bibliographic
analysis of existing literature. The framework is grounded in political
science, communication theory, and institutional analysis. It involves
systematically reviewing and synthesizing academic studies to identify
and establish conceptual relationships among the various elements
under investigation. Comparative analyses of perspectives, theoretical
mappings, and syntheses using figures and tables are employed. All
these methods are aimed at providing an integrative proposal that
examines the subject of study in the most representative way possible.

2 Conditioning dimensions of lobbies’
|LTfl_uence capacity in the European
nion

The research approach first requires identifying and understanding
the conditioning dimensions that shape lobbies™ capacity to exert
influence in the European context. As mentioned, these dimensions
are grouped into three categories, depending on whether the
conditioning they exert is direct or indirect and whether they are
dependent or independent of particular scenarios or strategical
proposals. Table 1 describes the type of conditioning exerted by the
dimensions within the three categories of conditioning.

First, there are the independent direct conditioning dimensions,
of which five main ones have been identified. The most evident is
financial strength, which decisively determines the entity’s ability to
act—either directly or through the corporate and business bias already
embedded in the status quo, which ensures that wealth and influence
are structurally advantaged—(Almansa-Martinez et al, 2022;
Baumgartner et al., 2009; Hernandez Vigueras, 2013; Stevens and De
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TABLE 1 Description of the conditioning exerted by the three categories of conditioning dimensions on the influence capacity of lobbies in the

European Union policy process.

Conditioning dimensions Description

Independent direct

These dimensions represent attributes of a lobby that directly shape its capacity to influence, independent of external
circumstances or the context of the policymaking process. They define the group’s foundational capabilities and operate

consistently regardless of situational factors.

Dependent direct

These dimensions arise from the interplay between the lobby’s internal strategies and external conditions. They are context-
sensitive and vary based on the specific phase of the policymaking process or the approach used to communicate and exert

influence. Their impact depends on how the lobby adapts to the environment and aligns its actions with situational demands.

Indirect

These dimensions reflect external forces beyond the lobby’s direct control that shape its influence. They emerge from societal and
institutional contexts, acting as amplifiers or inhibitors of lobbying efforts. They do not originate from the group itself but

significantly affect its ability to achieve its objectives.

Bruycker, 2020; Woll, 2019). Another crucial factor is the ability to
mobilize supporters, both in person and online, as well as the
willingness to form coalitions to increase collective influence
(Bernhagen and Trani, 2012; Grose et al., 2022; Kliiver, 2013; Walker,
2012). Simultaneously, the alignment of the group’s initiatives with
dominant social norms is relevant (Ihlen and Raknes, 2020; Scott,
2014), as those that meet this condition are more likely to succeed and
reinforce the organization’s reputation. Lastly, the identification of
gatekeepers and access to authorities are also essential for adjusting
strategies and achieving effective influence (Bouwen, 2002; Serna-
Ortega et al,, 2024). In some cases, lobbies themselves may act as
gatekeepers (Hirsch et al., 2023). From the perspective of scientific
research in the European Union, economic capacity and access to
authorities are aspects that can be objectively assessed due to the
information available in the European Union Transparency Register.
In contrast, the ability to mobilize supporters, the willingness to form
coalitions, and the alignment of demands with predominant social
values involve a greater degree of subjectivity.

As mentioned in Table 1, these five dimensions operate
independently, meaning their influence is not tied to any specific stage
of the policymaking process or the communication strategies
employed by lobbies to achieve their objectives. In fact, these two
issues constitute the two dependent direct conditioning dimensions,
as, despite being internal to the organization, the course of action also
depends on other external elements.

The stage of the public policy formulation process in which
influence is sought is undoubtedly an aspect that determines the level
of potential impact. Each phase requires the adaptation of action
strategies. This is the dimension on which this research is focused. The
phases used in the article are those proposed by Jordan and Adelle
(2012), who study the phenomenon in the European Union and
identify six sequential stages: emergence of the problem in society,
agenda setting, consideration of policy options, decision-making,
policy implementation, and policy evaluation.

With respect to the communication strategies used by pressure
groups, their fundamental character in the effectiveness of operational
approaches is highlighted (De Bruycker and Beyers, 2019; McGrath,
2007; Mykkénen and Ikonen, 2019). These strategies can be direct,
targeting decision-makers through contacts and participation in
legislative exercises (Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024; Palau and Forgas,
2010), or indirect, known as grassroots lobbying, which seeks to create
a favorable public opinion climate through media and citizen
mobilization (Bergan, 2009; Walker, 2009). They can also be classified
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by duration: long-term strategies, medium-term, or specific,
depending on the objective and context (Correa Rios, 2019; Martins
Lampreia, 2006).

Beyond the seven direct conditioning dimensions—internal to the
lobby—there are two indirect dimensions that help explain the
differences in the influence capacity of pressure groups through
aspects ultimately beyond the control of the organizations—external
to the lobby.

On one hand, there is media coverage, which plays a key role in
the influence process by giving political weight to claims and acting
as an amplifier between pressure groups, citizens, and governments
(De Bruycker and Beyers, 2015; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024;
Sobbrio, 2011). In theory, the media operates under a principle of
independence, which means they may reflect the interests of
pressure groups as a result of indirect lobbying strategies or through
spontaneous coverage. Regardless of the reason for publication, for
lobbies, it is necessary that this visibility is both positive and
consistent, as the goal is not merely to achieve visibility but to use
it to contribute to the group’s objectives (Mykkénen and Ikonen,
2019; Castillo, 2011).

On the other hand, there is public perception (Kollman, 1998). A
positive image strengthens the legitimacy of the lobby’s demands and
fosters additional support through citizen mobilization and media
coverage. In contrast, a negative perception can hinder the persuasion
of policymakers, who prefer to avoid controversies and align
themselves with dominant public opinion (Lax and Phillips, 2012).

The summary of the direct and indirect conditioning dimensions
that affect the influence capacity of lobbies in the European Union’s
policy formulation process is presented in Figure 1.

The identified dimensions will serve as analytical lenses to
assess the influence capacity of lobbies throughout the
policymaking process. Analyzing the operation and interplay of
each dimension enables a detailed mapping of their role in shaping
lobbying strategies and outcomes. This approach facilitates the
establishment of connections between the bibliographic analysis
and the research objectives.

Also, aside from these nine elements, explaining the influence
capacity of pressure groups requires considering two defining
characteristics of these entities: the nature of the organization and the
interests it represents. Although these issues, being intrinsic to the
group, are not conditioning factors in themselves, they must
be mentioned as they serve as primary references when making
comparisons and differentiations based on potential influence.
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FIGURE 1

CONDITIONING DIMENSIONS ON THE INFLUENCE CAPACITY OF LOBBIES IN THE EU POLICY PROCESS
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ALIGNMENT OF DEMANDS WITH PREVAILING SOCIAL VALUES

—— e ——— DEPENDENT ON THE CONTEXT, THE OBJECTIVES PURSUED, AND

Conditioning dimensions on the influence capacity of lobbies in the European Union policy process.

3 Lobbies and policy process in the
European Union

After presenting the conditioning dimensions of lobbies’ influence
capacity, the research proceeds to develop the phase-specific analysis
across the six stages of the policy process. In each phase, the differences
in the influence potential of various lobbies are explored, the
interdependencies with the independent direct and indirect
conditioning dimensions are studied, and the most common
communication strategies used are examined.

The interdependencies between dimensions represent the most
complex element. To facilitate their understanding, Table 2 presents a
summary of the interdependencies of each dimension across the
phases of the public policy formulation process.

3.1 Problem emergence in society: citizens
as the foundation of the process

According to the stages of the public policy formulation process
in the European Union established by Jordan and Adelle (2012), the
first phase involves the emergence of the problem in society, referring
to societal issues that require public attention and political action.
During it, the intervention of pressure groups must focus on issues of
social relevance, as the ultimate goal of their efforts is to create public
awareness that a particular phenomenon requires attention and
intervention from policymakers. This implies that, beyond the type of
lobby, what truly distinguishes the groups operating at this point is the
alignment of their interests with issues that affect the public (Grose
et al., 2022; Thlen and Raknes, 2020; Lax and Phillips, 2012). In this
sense, it is evident that organizations with a predominantly social
orientation, such as NGOs, tend to be more active during this stage.
However, lobbies with a more private benefit-oriented operational
focus should not be excluded. In some cases, these groups may have
objectives that align with social concerns (Kaplan et al., 2022), as is the
case with environmental issues, where protecting the environment can
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benefit both public and private interests, with globalization being a
trigger in this matter (Genc, 2023).

Regarding the interdependencies and interrelations with other
dimensions, the key factor for influencing the emergence of the
problem in society is the ability to mobilize supporters. In today’s
digital age, the mobilization is not limited to the traditional concept
but extends online through social media campaigns, digital petitions,
and the creation of viral content (Gorostiza-Cervifo et al., 2023; Grose
etal,, 2022; Holyoke, 2020). This ability is important because, when a
demand manages to generate public awareness, it amplifies the voice
of the lobby and exerts pressure on policymakers and the media,
causing them to recognize the issue as an emerging concern (Bohler
et al., 2022; Rasmussen et al., 2018; Yates, 2023). On certain occasions,
if the group believes its demand has sufficient social support but lacks
the necessary mobilization capacity, it may seek coalitions. Generally,
these coalitions tend to be issue-specific (Kliiver, 2013).

Clearly, the capacity for mobilization is influenced by the extent
to which the entity’s supporters feel affected by the specific demand
(Baumgartner and Leech, 2001), and by the degree to which the
demand aligns with prevailing social values (Ihlen and Raknes, 2020).
In this context, the media serves as an amplifier, increasing the
visibility and significance of the issue both in society and within public
discourse (Sobbrio, 2011). A positive public perception of the group
helps mobilize supporters and generate media coverage; therefore, the
history of interactions between the lobby and the public is
also connected.

As a result, given that the primary targets of action are the public
and the media, the communication strategies and actions employed
by lobbies in this initial phase are primarily indirect (Moreno-
Cabanillas et al., 2024). The approaches tend to be long-term, with the
goal of maintaining the visibility and relevance of the issue over time
(Castillo, 2011; Martins Lampreia, 2006). This tactic, centered on
grassroots lobbying and the sustained presence of the demands over
time, allows society itself to act as a driving force (Kliiver, 2013),
pushing the various actors involved in the influence cycle to recognize
and prioritize the issue during the agenda-setting stage.
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TABLE 2 Summary of the conditioning of independent direct and indirect dimensions across the six phases of the European Union policy process

established by Jordan and Adelle (2012).

Phase 1

ES

Phase 2

sk

Dimension/Phase

sk

Phase 3

Phase 4

sk

Phase 5

ES

Phase 6

sk

Financial strength

It is relevant in all phases as it allows the development of action lines in each of them. However, its impact is strongest in Phases 3 and 4 due

to systemic pressures favoring economic development and the ability to provide well-founded information to decision-makers.

sk sk *

& & ok

Ability to mobilize

supporters

policy.

It mainly influences Phase 1, as the issue arises from society itself, with social support potentially gaining media attention (Phase 2). In the

rest of the process, it acts as a complementary factor, with its importance in Phase 6 lying in how society shapes the perception of the adopted

sk £ £

sk £ £

Willingness to form

coalitions

alternative line of action.

The impact of collectivizing the demand is more or less constant throughout the process. It is particularly notable in Phase 1, when it is

possible to unite the support of various groups and increase the social relevance of the issue, and in Phase 4, where it can be used as an

seksk seksk ES

ES ES ek

Alignment of the initiative

with dominant social norms

Its strongest influence is exerted in Phase 1, as a demand aligned with societal values is more likely to resonate with the public. It can also

shape the agenda setting process in Phase 2 and affect the evaluation of the policy in Phase 6.

3k 3k sk

sk skok sk

Identification of and access

to decision-makers
implemented in line with the lobby’s interests.

It clearly exerts influence in Phases 3 and 4, which involve decision-makers. It also holds relative importance in Phase 5 to ensure the policy is

stk EEES s

sk £ sk

Media coverage

In Phase 1, its influence is driven by the need to communicate demands through the media. In Phase 2, the conditioning is self-evident. In

Phases 3 and 4, it typically serves as a complement to direct actions. Finally, in Phase 6, it allows reaching all the involved actors.

sk sk ok

* * okck

Public perception

It is particularly critical in raising social awareness of the problem (Phase 1) and gaining media coverage (Phase 2). In Phase 3, it exerts
influence, but decision-makers’ perceptions are often shaped by specific past interactions. In Phase 6, its importance stems from the need to

finalize the process by aiming to be perceived as honest and legitimate actors.

*low impact, **medium impact, ***high impact.

3.2 Agenda setting: shaping media focus
and public discourse

Precisely, the establishment of the agenda setting constitutes the
second phase in the public policy formulation process in the European
Union, according to Jordan and Adelle (2012). This stage is closely
linked to the previous one, to the extent that Kraft and Furlong (2015)
propose merging them. It refers to the part of the process where the
issue is already present in society, and in order for it to progress into
the political sphere, it must gain visibility in the media, which adds a
new dimension to the demands.

Thus, at this point, the focus shifts to the inclusion of the issue in
the media, where it is decided which topics are highlighted and
considered a priority in the public debate (Bonafont, 2024). The most
complex aspect here is understanding the difference between media
coverage aimed at raising awareness about the existence of a problem
and the coverage that occurs once the problem has already been
socially recognized. In this second stage, media presence shifts from
merely highlighting the existence of the problem to ensuring that the
issue is included in the agenda for discussion and analysis
(Anastasiadis et al., 2018; Lorenz, 2020). Furthermore, in the previous
phase, the aspiration for media visibility was a means to an end; in this
case, media presence itself becomes the ultimate goal of the actions.

This conceptual difference leads to a distinctive pattern in the
distribution and capabilities of pressure groups at influencing the
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agenda setting, compared to the previous stage. The main difference
is that lobbies with private interests aim to have a larger proportion of
their issues included in the media agenda, regardless of their relevance
to social matters. This is because media presence also helps legitimize
demands before decision-makers (Moreno-Cabanillas and Castillo-
Esparcia, 2023; Tresch and Fischer, 2015). As a result, the willingness
to act tends to be more equal from the perspective of aspirations, as
all pressure groups, for various reasons, want their interests included
in the media, leading to increased competition for media space. This
accentuates differences based on available financial resources and
consequently, lobbies with access to economic resources —typically
those representing private interests—, gain a distinct competitive
advantage. In contrast to this idea, Stevens and De Bruycker (2020)
argue that organizations with high economic resources achieve higher
effectiveness rates in outcomes by keeping their claims away from
the media.

When examining structural differences based on the interests of
the organizations, various models and theories have been developed
to explain this phase of policy formulation (Dryzek and Dunleavy,
2009; Hill and Varone, 2021; Kraft and Furlong, 2015). One school of
thought is pluralistic in its assumptions, believing that political power
is broadly distributed in society, although unevenly. They assume that
agenda setting is open and competitive, with the government acting
as an honest mediator. In this view, lobbies are integrated into the
system, and there are no remarkable inequalities within it. On the
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other hand, neo-pluralists are structuralists who argue that entities
associated with private interests hold a privileged position compared
to other groups. They believe the state is under powerful structural
pressure to promote economic growth without considering the
implications, taking an apocalyptic stance on the situation (Benson
and Jordan, 2015).

Irrespective of the varying viewpoints, organizations ability to
have their demands included in the media is affected by various
explanatory dimensions concerning their potential to influence.
Among these dimensions, alignment with prevailing social values and
the public perception of the lobby can be considered the most
important, after evaluating their overall influence throughout the cycle
(Thlen and Raknes, 2020; Kollman, 1998; Lax and Phillips, 2012). The
way the public perceives a group can also alter the media’s willingness
to cover its claims, creating a scenario of triangular interdependence.
Lobbies that are viewed positively and considered legitimate are more
likely to receive favorable and extensive coverage, while those with a
negative perception may struggle to gain media attention (Kollman,
1998). The ability to mobilize supporters is clearly linked to the two
conditioning dimensions mentioned. For example, by developing
actions that involve a large number of supporters and have a high
newsworthiness component.

The predominant communication strategies are indirect, as the
ultimate influence is exerted on the media (Moreno-Cabanillas et al.,
2024). In this regard, it is important to note that the communication
strategy does not necessarily need to be directed at the media itself. In
certain cases, creating actions with viral potential can yield better
results in terms of media presence.

3.3 Consideration of policy options:
decision makers come into play

Once the issue has been socially recognized and becomes part of
the media agenda, the third phase begins, which involves the
consideration of the different policy options by decision-makers
(Jordan and Adelle, 2012). In this phase, decision-makers come into
play, and the process enters the political sphere. It marks an initial
contact with the responsible authorities, where different possible
courses of action regarding the issue are considered.

Studies on the variations in lobbying influence based on the
nature of the organizations reveal that during this stage, business and
professional groups typically enjoy privileged access to public officials
compared to other types of groups, such as citizen groups
(Binderkrantz et al., 2015; Diir and Mateo, 2013; Serna-Ortega et al.,
2024). Such privileged access can largely be explained by the strategic
position these entities occupy in the socioeconomic structure, as they
often represent sectors crucial for economic growth and financial
stability—clearly linked to the considerations of Baumgartner et al.
(2009) regarding the tangential influence of economic resources.
Therefore, entities with economic interests tend to have greater success
in influencing the consideration of policy options (Kliiver, 2012).
Groups advocating for social interests do not have as much operational
capacity, mainly because social support is not as relevant at this stage
of the policy process.

As is evident, access to public authorities is the primary
explanatory factor in determining lobbying influence at this point of
the cycle (Serna-Ortega et al., 2024). Media coverage and public
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perception can also influence tangentially, in a complementary
manner. Related to this is the fact that past interactions between
lobbies and decision-makers contribute to establishing long-term,
sustained relationships, which increase the likelihood of influence and
enhance the receptiveness to lobbying claims (Hanegraaff et al.,, 2019).
These considerations must be understood in light of the fact that
access does not necessarily translate into effective influence (Fraussen
and Halpin, 2018; Beyers and Braun, 2014).

In that line, although financial capacity is not considered a direct
significant factor at this stage, differences in access to authorities can
give it considerable collateral influence. This is due to the systemic
pressure states face to favor economic development, as noted by
several authors (Acemoglu et al., 2015; Benson and Jordan, 2015; Lin
and Wang, 2017).

The communication strategies used are primarily direct or
informational, as this is the fastest way to convey information to
decision-makers (Awad, 2024; Chamberlain et al., 2023; De Bruycker
and Beyers, 2019). Given the nature of the actions and the operational
limitations of lobbies, they often focus their strategies on this phase.
They benefit from the interconnectedness of political issues, as
decision-makers seek solutions and certainties within a context of
uncertainty and numerous internal and external constraints. This
creates an information asymmetry between the state and pressure
groups (Potters and Van Winden, 1992).

Opinions on this asymmetry in the scientific literature are diverse.
For example, De Figueiredo and Richter (2014) argue that lobbies hold
an advantageous position over legislators as a result of this asymmetry.
However, Dahm and Porteiro (2008) suggest that it can be mitigated
when policymakers have access to multiple information sources,
which reduces the influence of any single pressure group. Taking it a
step further, Schnakenberg (2017) finds that information asymmetry
can sometimes benefit policymakers by allowing them to extract more
information from competing pressure groups. There is no doubt,
however, that this “informational currency” grants lobbies access and
influence in the decision-making process (Bouwen, 2004).

3.4 Decision-making: consolidating
influence or shifting strategies

After the consideration of policy options, the next step in the
public policy formulation process in the European Union is the
decision-making by the responsible authorities (Jordan and Adelle,
2012). In other words, after evaluating the different possible
alternatives, the time has come to choose one of them. At this stage,
the influence of pressure groups diminishes because once the options
have been analyzed, opinions about them have already been
established, and changing these opinions is a difficult task.

Regarding the differences between types of lobbies based on their
nature or interests, the observed pattern largely depends on the
dynamics established in the previous phase. In general, it can be stated
that during the decision-making stage, the structural pressure on
authorities to favor the economy (Benson and Jordan, 2015) gives a
competitive advantage to organizations with private interests, with the
need for the public presence of the claim (Binderkrantz et al., 2015;
Diir and Mateo, 2013; Kliiver, 2012; Stevens and De Bruycker, 2020).

Since this phase inevitably involves interaction with policymakers,
access to them once again marks the primary explanatory dimension
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(Serna-Ortega et al., 2024). In this sense, it is also emphasized that
entities typically do not concentrate their communication strategies
solely at this stage. The most intense interactions with decision-
makers should occur in the early moments of the legislative process,
when policies are still being developed and alternatives have not yet
been fully evaluated (Baumgartner et al., 2009).

The limited communication strategies employed by pressure
groups still tend to be direct (Dellmuth and Tallberg, 2017), although
to alesser extent than during the consideration of policy options. The
intensity of these actions depends on whether the anticipated decision
supports the group’s interests or not. If the initial response from the
decision-makers has been positive and the expected policy proposal
aligns with the organization’s goals, the tendency is to maintain a low
profile, trying to keep the situation as stable as possible. Supplemental
specialized documentation may be provided to reinforce the already
established position (Bouwen, 2004).

Conversely, if the initial response has been unfavorable, pressure
groups often diversify their tactics. Since the first contact with
policymakers is usually established during the examination of
alternatives, lobbies can assess the effectiveness of their direct actions
and propose adjustments or alternatives. In an adverse scenario, the
use of indirect strategies, such as mobilizing public opinion or seeking
media coverage (Binderkrantz et al., 2015; Kliiver, 2013), is commonly
increased as a last resort before the decision becomes irreversible.
Another recurrent tactic is forming issue-specific coalitions with other
organizations that share similar interests (Hula, 1999; Kliiver, 2013;
Mahoney, 2007).

3.5 Policy implementation: from decision
to action

The fifth stage of the public policy formulation process in the
European Union corresponds to the implementation of the political
decision (Jordan and Adelle, 2012). By this point, the legislative choice
has already been made, and the focus is now on putting the policy into
practice. This stage involves translating the policy into concrete steps,
such as drafting regulations, allocating resources, or setting up
programs that will have tangible effects on the public or target groups.

This is the least active phase for pressure groups in terms of
exercising influence, as it is too late to alter the governmental decision
and too early to shape public perception of its effects or consequences.
This inactivity results in virtually no differences in influence capacity
between groups with varying interests or natures, simply because no
significant influence efforts are being made.

Communication strategies employed, one more time, depend on
whether the final decision supports or opposes the group’s interests.
If the decision is favorable, pressure groups may focus on
collaborating directly with the authorities responsible for
implementation to ensure that the interpretation and application of
the regulations benefit their interests (Bennedsen and Feldmann,
2006). Then, it could be considered that there is a certain degree of
interdependence with the dimension of identification and access to
decision-makers, insofar as they are the same individuals responsible
for implementing the policy. Contrarily, if the decision is unfavorable,
this phase can be used to conduct an internal evaluation of the
strategies employed throughout the cycle. Assessing the effectiveness
of actions allows groups to optimize their resources and influence
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tactics based on the political conditions (Crepaz et al., 2023).
Furthermore, a rigorous evidence-based evaluation enhances the
groups credibility and its impact on future actions (Baumgartner
et al., 2009; Castillo, 2011).

3.6 Policy evaluation: aligning perceptions,
evaluations and future strategies

Finally, after the decision has been implemented, the sixth and
final stage of the process is the evaluation of impact and consequences
of the policy (Jordan and Adelle, 2012). This evaluation involves the
society, the pressure groups, and the decision-makers. During this
phase, the emphasis is on determining whether the policy has met its
intended objectives and evaluating the broader effects it has had on
stakeholders. From the perspective of the lobby groups, efforts should
focus on ensuring that both citizens and decision-makers perceive the
impact of the decision as aligned with the interests they advocate. The
cyclical nature of the public policy formulation process makes it
important to conclude interactions with other involved parties in the
best possible way, as this significantly impacts future relations and
lobbying strategies due to the precedents set by these interactions
(Grose et al., 2022; Hanegraaff et al., 2019).

Up to this point, communication strategies have been directed at
citizens and the media-grassroots or indirect lobbying—or on direct
contact with decision-makers-direct or informational lobbying. The
main feature of this phase is the need to simultaneously develop both
lines of action. For that purpose, media coverage represents one of the
most interdependent dimensions. Through the media, it is possible to
convey the organization’s perspective on the issue to the public while
also exerting influence on the public officials (Castillo, 2011; De
Bruycker and Beyers, 2015; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024; Mykkanen
and Ikonen, 2019).

It could be said that this need to develop multiple strategies gives
an advantage to groups with greater financial resources (Castillo-
Esparcia et al., 2023), such as companies and industrial lobbies
advocating for private and economic interests. However, it is also true
that socially oriented groups with strong supporter mobilization
capacity have a better position in terms of public opinion or social
support (Kollman, 1998; Rasmussen et al., 2018), which can
strengthen their influence at this stage. Both viewpoints are valid. In
fact, during policy evaluation, it is not the group’s nature or its interests
that matter, as almost all positions have valid arguments. The key
distinguishing factor lies in those lobbies that have formulated their
strategies based on objective information, rather than information
biased by their own interests (Almansa-Martinez et al., 2022). These
groups are better positioned to defend their stance with greater
credibility and knowledge to both the public and legislators (Barron
and Skountridaki, 2022; McGrath, 2006). The degree of specialization
of the entity in relation to the cause can also facilitate the presentation
of detailed information that aligns with their objectives (Hanegraaff
et al., 2019). It should be noted that the courses of action vary
significantly depending on specific contexts.

On the other hand, if it was not done earlier, an analysis of the
communication actions executed should be carried out, taking the
opportunity to evaluate their effectiveness (De Bruycker and Beyers,
2015). The exploration should include an analysis of how the
interactions were perceived, the effectiveness of the messages
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conveyed, and the impact of the proposal in the general context. The
importance lies in the ability to adjust future strategies based on
observed results and obtained conclusions (Burstein and Linton, 2002;
Lowery, 2013).

In essence, this phase should be conceived differently from the
rest, as the goal is not to exert direct or indirect influence. Instead,
the priority is to ensure that all parties with whom the organization
has interacted perceive the interactions as honest (McGrath, 2006)
and that the group’s proposal is ultimately considered a legitimate,
coherent, and valid option, regardless of whether it was the
adopted alternative or not. This approach involves aiming to
create a solid and trustworthy public perception and reputation,
fostering the willingness of other actors to maintain constructive
relationships and consider the group as a valid actor in the future
(Hanegraaff et al., 2019; Schepers, 2010). Although, in theory,
these relationships should be built with decision-makers and the
public; in practice, more efforts are directed toward public
officials, creating a “market of relationships” (Groll and
McKinley, 2015).

4 Discussion

The public policy formulation process in the European Union,
following the six stages defined by Jordan and Adelle (2012),
demonstrates a progressive inclusion of actors: it begins with civil
society, moves through the media, and ultimately involves the
decision-makers. Analyzing the influence capacity of lobbies
depending on their organizational nature or the interests they
represent was outlined in SO1. In this regard, following the
analysis, it is emphasized that this variation is strongly conditioned
by this order of inclusion of actors. In phases involving public
engagement, groups with social interests, occupy a prominent
position (Grose et al., 2022). When the media comes into play, a
dual scenario emerges: if media influence targets the public, social
lobbies gain the upper hand, whereas influence directed at
decision-makers tends to favor economic groups (Baumgartner
and Leech, 2001; Lowery and Gray, 2004; Moreno-Cabanillas et al.,
2024). Finally, phases requiring direct interaction with legislators
consistently benefit organizations with economic interests
(Binderkrantz et al., 2015; Diir and Mateo, 2013; Kliiver, 2012;
Serna-Ortega et al., 2024).

However, these differences are beginning to blur, as economic
and social groups increasingly converge on issues like the
environment, driven by globalization’s push toward a more
collectivist approach to problem-solving (Genc, 2023). This
convergence phenomenon is being studied as it could mark a
turning point in the dynamics of interactions between citizens,
lobbies, and the state. Researchers indicate that, in recent years,
these interactions have changed due to the sophistication and
increasing complexity of lobbying actions, which sometimes
surpass the regulatory procedures they attempt to influence (Coen
et al., 2024). This field of analysis undoubtedly opens a promising
avenue for future research, exploring the causes and effects of this
potential merging of interests.

Complementary to the organization’s interests, variations in
influence potential all over the policy cycle are largely marked by
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the relationships with independent direct and indirect conditioning
dimensions. SO2 of this study aimed to explore this issue.

Regarding independent direct conditioning dimensions, the
first notable element is the economic capacity of the pressure group
(Stevens and De Bruycker, 2020). Economic resources have a
general connection, especially when multiple lines of action need
to be developed or when strategies require a serious investment for
implementation (Castillo-Esparcia et al., 2023). Moreover, this
economic capacity acts as a collateral conditioning factor in stages
involving legislators, who face structural pressure to favor
economic development through the private market (Benson and
Jordan, 2015; Halkos and Trigoni, 2010; Lelieveldt and Princen,
2023). As a result, the influence of economic advantage should
be evaluated through its diverse nature, considering the systemic
advantage it represents and the ongoing debate in the scholarly
literature regarding its connection to success, either directly or
tangentially (Baumgartner et al., 2009; Chand, 2017; Stevens and
De Bruycker, 2020; Woll, 2019).

In the phases involving interactions with decision-makers, a
close relationship is also observed with the dimension of the ability
to identify and access these authorities. Therefore, the scenario is
very similar in the two objective direct conditioning dimensions.

In relation to this second dimension, while access does not
always guarantee effective influence, as it depends on various
contextual factors (Fraussen and Halpin, 2018; Beyers and Braun,
2014), it undoubtedly offers a strategic advantage (Castillo, 2011;
Serna-Ortega et al., 2024), especially when informational
asymmetry occurs (Bouwen, 2004; Potters and Van Winden, 1992).
The ability to engage directly with decision-makers allows pressure
groups to present their arguments more persuasively and to shape
policy discussions in their favor, thereby enhancing their potential
to influence the outcome (Hanegraaff et al., 2019; Hirsch et al.,
2023). In this context, it is worth noting that in the European
Union, the Transparency Register has been in operation for over a
decade as a tool to monitor interactions between pressure groups
and institutional officials, thus promoting transparency in these
processes (Greenwood and Dreger, 2013; Nastase and Muurmans,
2020). Future research could further explore the need to promote
ethical and transparent lobbying practices and the development of
strategies to foster a regulatory environment that encourages
responsibility and accountability.

With respect to the subjective direct explanatory dimensions, such
as the capacity to mobilize supporters or alignment with prevailing
social norms, there is a strong interdependence with phases involving
the society and the media. From the societal perspective, the power of
visibility in bringing an issue to the forefront is evident, making social
support extremely relevant (Grose et al., 2022; Rasmussen et al., 2018;
Walker, 2009). Additionally, for example, in the agenda setting stage,
these subjective factors have a high impact (Kliiver, 2013; Thlen and
Raknes, 2020). The visibility and social support that these groups can
gain partially determine the process of issue prioritization, reinforcing
the importance of the relationship between mobilization, public
perception, and agenda setting.

Closely related, when examining indirect or tangential
conditioning dimensions, media coverage stands out as a crucial
factor (Castillo, 2011; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024). Its relevance is
particularly noticeable in the first two phases, where media acts as
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amplifiers of demands, granting them social presence and political
dimension (De Bruycker and Beyers, 2015; Sobbrio, 2011). In fact, in
the agenda setting period, media coverage is the primary objective of
lobbying communication strategies. Besides these two stages, in the
final phase of policy evaluation, media presence plays an important
role in helping to diversify lines of action, as at this point, its potential
for application and influence involves all the actors engaged in the
process (Castillo, 2011; De Bruycker and Beyers, 2015; Mykkéinen and
Ikonen, 2019). A future research avenue could focus on analyzing
which specific indirect lobbying strategies are most effective in
ensuring that the demands of pressure groups receive media coverage.

Figure 2 illustrates the degree of media coverage conditioning in
each of the six phases of the public policy formulation process in the
European Union.

In the same line of analysis, the conditioning effect of public
perception of the organization exerts a general influence throughout
the entire policy cycle (Kollman, 1998), although not as much as
public support (Rasmussen et al., 2018). It is a complex dimension of
understanding, as it generally needs to be evaluated based on the
organization’s previous interactions with the public and decision-
makers (Hanegraaff et al., 2019). It significantly influences the impact
a demand can have on society and the media coverage it receives.
Similarly, the final phase of the policy process is highly interdependent
with public perception, as it facilitates the closure and reorientation of
interactions with the involved actors. This interdependence arises not
from direct influence but from the importance of managing the
group’s perception at that point. In this sense, evaluating actions is
decisive. Burstein and Linton (2002) point out the difficulties it
presents in the operational context of lobbies, but it is necessary for
adjusting strategies and improving the public perception in the future
(Lowery, 2013).

Regarding the predominant communication strategies across
different phases, the analysis of which was proposed in SO3, a clear
differentiation is observed between lobbies with economic interests,
which tend to use direct strategies, and those with social interests,

10.3389/fp0s.2025.1511918

which prefer indirect strategies (Awad, 2024; Chamberlain et al.,
2023; Moreno-Cabanillas et al., 2024; Mykkdnen and Ikonen, 2019).
The effectiveness of these strategies is highly variable (De Bruycker
and Beyers, 2019). In stages involving interaction with the public and
media, lobbies usually opt for grassroots lobbying strategies. In
contrast, in stages requiring contact with decision-makers, direct
strategies are more common, with indirect strategies relegated to a
complementary role or as an alternative course of action in case the
anticipated scenario proves unfavorable for the lobby’s interests. The
only exception is the point of evaluating the political decision,
where, as mentioned, all actors and communication
strategies intersect.

Taking the above into account, this research has successfully
achieved its GO of analyzing the influence capacity of pressure
groups in the different phases of the European Union’s public policy
formulation process. The findings have important implications and
potential practical applications. As mentioned in the introduction,
the structural complexity of the supranational entity creates a
conducive environment for the operational development of pressure
groups. The analysis of their influence across different phases
improves the understanding on the matter and deepens insights
into the transformations in lobbying dynamics. Policymakers can
use these findings to design regulations and frameworks that
promote transparency and accountability in lobbying, ensuring that
advocacy efforts do not disproportionately benefit specific interests.
On the other hand, lobbyists can benefit from understanding how
their strategies may need to adapt depending on the phase of the
policy process they are targeting and the nature of the
actors involved.

In terms of media implications, the study provides an educational
and synthesizing perspective on how pressure groups interact with the
media at different stages. In this way, the insights have the potential to
assist journalists in developing more informed and balanced coverage
of the interests at play. Similarly, the findings also contribute to the

social understanding of the instrumentalization of social mobilization

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 1
PROBLEM EMERGENCE IN SOCIETY

MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): PLAYS A CRUCIAL
ROLE IN HIGHLIGHTING THE PROBLEM AND EFFECTIVELY
MOBILIZING PUBLIC OPINION TO DEMAND ACTION.

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 4
DECISION-MAKING

MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): COMPLEMENTS
DIRECT ACTIONS TAKEN AND CAN SERVE AS AN ALTERNATIVE IF
THOSE ACTIONS PROVE INEFFECTIVE.

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 5
POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): BEGINS TO SHAPE
THE PERCEPTION REGARDING THE ASSESSMENT OF THE IMPACT
OF THE DECISION.

FIGURE 2

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 2
AGENDA SETTING

MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): DECIDES WHICH
ISSUES ARE PROMINENTLY FEATURED, THEREBY AMPLIFYING
THE PROBLEM'S VISIBILITY AND URGENCY.

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 3
CONSIDERATION OF POLICY OPTIONS

¢ MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): LEGITIMIZES THE

PROPOSED OPTIONS AND FACILITATES DIRECT INFLUENCE ON
DECISION-MAKERS BY FRAMING THE DEBATE.

POLICY PROCESS IN THE EU PHASE 6
POLICY EVALUATION

MEDIA COVERAGE IMPACT (FOR LOBBIES): VALIDATES THE
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SHOWCASING SUCCESSES OR SHORTCOMINGS.
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Impact of media coverage on lobbying influence across the six phases of the European Union policy process established by Jordan and Adelle (2012).
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by lobbies; therefore, they serve as a tool for developing citizens’
critical analysis and fostering a more informed public debate.
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