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Why does the policy process result in one type of policy rather· 

than another? Depending on the circumstances, the answer may 

lie in the realm of ideology, or in the realm of pure 

expediency, or somewhere in between, where ideology and 

expediency temper each other - however unsatisfactorily. Policy 

development and implementation is obviously a political activity 

and the constraints on it are many and varied. More often than 

not the development and execution of social programs occur in a 

less than systematic fashion. 

{,blicy t§' 'a course of action or 

intended action conceived as deliberately adopted, after a 

imply theori 
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Need exists when one finds oneself in circumstances requiring 

some course of action. Often, this may be a crisis that has 

suddenly descended, or may be a prolonged if not permanent time 

of difficulty. The specified 'difficulty' is a matter of 

h~fm~~ ti~7~e? ~li~1-·~a. 1 debate. ~ 
/', - _,,c: poli~~ 
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Anyone delving into the history d 
an development of age pensions, 

child care, nursing homes, family allowances, veterans' 

pensions, Medicare, h 
ome support services, pharmaceutical 

benefits, supporting parents benefit or 
, any other major social 

policy will see the 
very great role of politics and interest 

groups in action. 

Identifying need is a complex activity, and interest groups work 

hard at demonstrating need on behalf of their members. An 

enormous literature has developed which derives, describes, 

defines and dissects the concept of social 'need'. One must 

always be clear on the distinction between a need, a condition, 

and a problem, for conventionally policy prescriptions are aimed 

at need, sometimes at problems and less frequently at 

conditions. 

The 

important questions to ask are: who defines need and how is 

this done; needs and how is this done; who who identifies 

measures need and how is this donei who might be able to 

and how l·s this done·, who determines whether need 
alleviate need 

has been met and how is this done? 

experts, or those 'in need'? 

Who best assesses need -
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The exercise of power is shaped ~~·dominant political forces 

most notably political parties' and interest groups. Political 
~ 

parties aggregate demangs/
0

in a society, while interest groups 

essentially articul~t~ demands. 
/ 

The ideology of parties often 

gives structur0 ultimate policy. In ;this context however, it 

is to look at the articq~ation than the aggregation 

of 

INTEREST GROUPS 

Interest groups have been studied exhaustively by political 

scientists, and in general a distinction is made between two 

types of groups - sectional associations and promotional 

associations. Sectional groups represent the interests of a 

specific section in the community. They defend the interests of 

their members and seek advantage for them. In the business 

world, groups like the chambers of industries, commerce and 

manufacturing are typical examples, while in the labour field 

the trade unions perform this function. Groups like the 

Returned Services League (R.S.L.) speak for and promote the 

interests of ex-servicemen, the Australian Medical Association 

does so for doctors, the Tefchers' ~ for teachers, 

while various agricultural groups do so for different sectors of 

primary industry. 
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Promotional groups, on the other hand, seek in general to 

promote a cause, and their membership is not confined to one 

occupational or social stratum. Groups exist in our society to 

promote the right to life, to preserve the environment, to 

oppose uranium mining, to promote sexual equality, to support 

electoral reform, to try to keep Australia racially and 

culturally homogeneous, to press for greater civil liberties, to 

mention just a few. Many promotional groups form to deal with a 

specific matter and then disband once the issue has been 

resolved, for example, anti-conscription groups and those which 

opposed the war in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The distinction between sectional and promotional is not always 

clear, for many groups represent both a section of the 

population and promote causes. The R.S.L. represents 

servicemen, but speaks out on a wide range of issues relating to 

defence, foreign policy, and social values. Many unions are 

involved in political struggles that extend beyond the immediate 

interests of their members, and business organisations, such as 

the Confederation of Australian Industries and others speak and 

write on government policy on welfare, immigration or 

conservation. 

In social policy, interest groups of both types exist, and the 

two threads have become intertwined in some spheres. Sectional 

groups, such a the Aboriginal Advancement League, Association of 

Civilian Widows, the Haemophilia Society, the Royal Blind 

Association, the Association for Mental Retardation, the Council 
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for the Single Mother and her Child, the Epilepsy Social Welfare 

Foundation, the Australian Pensioners' Federation, and myriad 

others all make claims on the authorities on behalf of their 

membership. In general their resources, both political and 

financial, are limited. In some cases they are able to make 

claims through personal connections through the media or 

responsive local politicians. By and large their communication 

channels are not as well-oiled as those of business and 

professional groups in their use of 'the old school tie' or 

through their clubs and social contacts, not to mention their 

more formidable bargaining power. By combining together, under 

a general promotional umbrella, the interests of the welfare 

groups can be better articulated. There are several 'peak' 

' 
organisations in social welfare, such as the Australian Council 

on the Ageing (ACOTA), the Australian Council for Rehabilitation 

of Disabled (ACROD) and perhaps the best known, the Australian 

Council of Social Service (ACOSS). f 

Whether the activist interest groups are sectional or 

promotional, they are in the business of making claims. Welfare 

politics is the conflict between citizen and group demands for 

inclusion in the face of institutional and group policies which 

promote exclusion. Who goes on the scrap-heap and who doesn't? 

Social policy is clearly big business and big politics and the 

big political issue relates to the claims that are made in our 

society and the response to those claims. All persons, make 

claims for allocations, which affect their well being, on four 

institutions, the state, the family, employers and the local 
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community. Elderly people for example make claims mostly for an 

adequate income, for appropriate living arrangements, for high 

quality services, for independence and dignity, and for 

institutional responsiveness and a sympathetic attitude towards 

ageing. 

There are four major delivery systems which can act on these 

claims, the statutory system, the commercial system, the 

voluntary system, and the informal system, and politically and 

socially we have not been able to determine authoritatively, the 

appropriate place and appropriate response of each. 

Claims on the community and on the state can be examined~b~y~~~~~~,,

noting three sorts of lobbies as part of the claims structure. 

First, there is the direct interest type. Claims are made by 

those who are the potential recipients and who thus have a 

direct interest. The direct interest lobby can be divided into 

two parts - a recipient section and a provider section. 'Direct 

interest - recipient' groups include major organisations like 

Disabled Persons International, the Australian Council on the 

Ageing, various tenants' organisations, as well as many smaller 

organisations with limited interests. Activities include 

developing campaigns and pursuing them with varying degrees of 

intensity, deputations to Ministers and other political figures, 

and publicity dissemination through community radio and 

newspapers. 'Direct interest - providers' include lobby groups 

such as the Private Hospitals and Nursing Hornes Association in 

Australia, the Australian Medical Association, groups within the 
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pharmaceutical, health insurance, and medical and hospital 

equipment industries. This is what has been called the 'social 

industrial complex' - a service industry born of the merging of 

private enterprise and public capital. Industry lobbies have 

helped shape medical care and housing allocations directed 

towards elderly persons. 

Second, there is an executive initiative approach, where 

expansion and increases in benefits come from the authorities 

(for whatever reason). The 'executive lobby' covers politicians 

and bureaucrats, and the policies they propose and support vary 

with dominant political agendas. In Australia the executive 

lobby played a large part in the introduction of the age pension 

and now that the tide is turning they play a role in moves that 

they hope will lead to greater efficiency, better evaluation, 

and cost-cutting. 

Bureaucratic politics is often noted for its empire building 

tendencies and in some ways certain bureaucrats develop the ways 

and means of expanding the areas over which they preside. This 

provides an effective ~pening for direct interest lobbies and 

can be a good example of the executive lobby really delivering 

benefits or services to its constituents. One must not lose 

sight of the fact that many bureaucrats have a strong commitment 

to the groups with which they work and continually support that 

group's interest. Other bureaucrats are more detached. 
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While the political utility of a claimant group can be used for 

the advantage of politicians and bureaucrats, it may not always 

be to the advantage of the people in the groups themselves. An 

election agenda may ensure that programs with vote catching 

appeal and visible effects are implemented, but this is not 

always in the best interests of the target group. 

As an illustration of election oriented policies, Jan Carter 

(1981) describes the rush towards institutional care rather than 

the slower development of community care for the confused 

elderly. In the implementation of the former Aged Persons Hornes 

Act in Australia it has been demonstrated over the years that 

the distribution of facilities does not provide satisfactorily 

for elderly people of low socio-economic status. This could be 

cited as an example of divergence between the interests of the 

executive lobby and the 'direct interest-provider' lobby on the 

one hand, and the consumers on the other. 

Third, there is the lobby o£ conscience, comprising persons 

and groups acting out of a sense of noblesse oblige - those who 

have nothing to gain directly, other than the satisfaction of 

their humanitarian aspirations by positive social pay-off. This 

lobby includes individuals in the churches, voluntary 

organisations, professions and academics who possess a sense of 

social justice, a belief in a reduction of inequality, and a 

hope for a better social future. This forms the basis of their 

activism. 
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It can be argued that direct interest lobbies will be the most 

likely to set social directions and press claims. Coalition 

formation will be important and the degree to which an activist 

coalition will acquire support will depend on the legitimacy of 

the claimant group, the legitimacy of the claims made, the 

resources the group has to trade and the consequences of 

exclusion. When looking for example at the elderly, their 

political resources are fairly limited, though their legitimacy 

is high. The 'conscience lobby' has an opportunity to express 

viewpoints on their interpretations of need, and on policy 

proposals in general. Their influence depends on their general 

standing in the potitical climate as much as on the quality of 

the evidence they put forward and the strength of their 

arguments. Very often, groups in the conscience lobby can 

identify a crisis situation and, with a concerted media 

campaign, attempt to place it on the political agenda. 
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