
Evaluate the extent to which pressure groups succeed due primarily to their insider 
status. You must consider this view and the alternative to this view in a balanced way. 
[30] 
 
Pressure groups play an important role in the UK’s democracy and there are a wide range of reasons 
that determine the success of a group, with ‘success’ here being defined as a group achieving its aims. 
Status is certainly important, with insiders far more likely to succeed than outsiders, but this is not 
the only factor. It is important to consider a group’s financial resources, its human resources, 
whether its goals are realistic and whether its aims align with public opinion or a government’s 
agenda. There is no single factor that stands out as the primary reason a group succeeds, but a 
realistic and achievable objective is arguably the most common denominator amongst successful 
groups. 
 
Insider group status is certainly preferable to outsider group status. The British Medical Association 
(BMA) is generally a good example of this as its members are regularly invited to provide evidence to 
government. It contributed to the introduction of smoking in enclosed public spaces in 2007 and was 
instrumental in getting the 2014 Children and Families Bill amended to ban smoking in cars where 
children were present. The ban came into effect in October 2015. Similarly, the Confederation of 
British Industries (CBI) is an important insider group which governments listen to in relation to how 
policy may affect British businesses. Their insider status is illustrated by the fact that senior 
politicians – including former chancellors Alistair Darling and George Osborne – have both spoken 
at the CBI’s annual dinner. The group lobbied Osborne to lower the corporation tax rate which 
Osborne duly did during his time in office, bringing it down from 28% to 19%. Although Osborne’s 
ideological stance on taxes – the lower the better – would have meant he was predisposed to such a 
move, it is likely the CBI’s pressure accelerated the process. The important of status can also be 
seen if we examine outsider groups. Fathers 4 Justice, for instance, has achieved precious little due 
to its outsider status and its methods. Whilst over the years its protests – such as throwing purple 
flour on then Prime Minister Tony Blair, or scaling Buckingham Palace dressed as Batman – have 
attracted attention, its tactics have backfired. David Blunkett, home secretary at the time of the 
palace stunt, argued that it did the group’s cause a disservice through their ‘foolish and silly’ actions. 
As a general rule, then, it is easier to succeed as an insider group because it grants greater access to, 
and legitimacy with, key decision makers. However, such status does not guarantee success. In 2015 
and 2016, despite the BMA’s insider status, junior doctors went on strike over a disagreement with 
the government over a new contract. Whilst the dispute was ultimately resolved, with both sides 
claiming victory, it illustrated that insider status does not guarantee success, and that insider groups 
sometimes have to resort to outsider tactics. 
 
Yet while status is undoubtedly important, having realistic and achievable aims is arguably the largest 
contributor to a group’s success. The Living Wage Foundation is an excellent example of this. Whilst its 
broader aim was to raise wages nationally, it went about this by focusing on very narrow and specific 
goals. Initially, it campaigned for four east London hospitals to introduce the ‘living wage’. Only once this 
was successful did it move on to target other companies. This gradual strategy was ultimately successful, 
with the government in 2016 introducing a National Living Wage for those over 25. However, had the 
foundation not built up support and momentum first, its campaign would have easily have been dismissed 
by the government. The importance of having achievable aims was also demonstrated by the BMA 



who initially wanted all passive smoking to be banned by the government. When they realised, 
however, that there was insufficient support for this, they narrowed their focus to cases where 
children were passengers in cars. This more precise aim led to a successful outcome for their 
campaign. This point is also illustrated by groups whose aims are simply too sweeping in scope. 
Occupy St Paul’s is a case in point. They attacked capitalism in a broad way but failed to provide any 
concrete ways in which they would improve things. Whilst they may have raised the profile of their 
issue, they achieved few, if any, enduring gains. Carefully calibrated and realistic goals are therefore 
key to a pressure group’s success. 
 
Moreover, although not necessary to achieve one’s aims, financial resources makes a group’s work 
easier as it allows it to gain access to key decision makers. With a £50,000 donation to the 
Conservative Party, for instance, one can join the ‘Leader’s Group’ which provides access to senior 
Tory politicians, including – if the party is in power – the prime minister. Similarly, wealthier groups 
can exploit the revolving door between government and business for expert advice. George 
Osborne in 2017 joined Blackrock on a £650,000 annual salary – for four days work a month. It is 
hard to believe the company would pay such a premium if it did not gain advice beneficial to its 
interests in return. Wealthier pressure groups can also afford expensive lobbyists. INEOS, a fracking 
firm, retains Burson Marsteller to lobby on its behalf. Marsteller count many ex-government aides 
amongst its staff, including Meg Powell-Chandler who worked for in Downing Street on energy 
issues before joining the lobbyist. Groups who can afford lobbyists gain access to talented and well-
connected individuals. Moreover, it is not just the revolving door that pressure’s groups can utilise. If 
they have money, they can ‘wine and dine’ key individuals. Robert Davis, the former deputy leader of 
Westminster council and an important individual in approving planning proposals, is a case in point. 
He accepted over 500 ‘gifts’ over 3 years, including lunch and tickets to Queen’s from property 
consultant Jonathan Harris. A more egregious example occurred with Irvine Sellars, who entertained 
Davis and then subsequently received rapid approval for a radical building project by Paddington 
Station. Whilst not illegal, both Harris and Sellars nonetheless gained access through being able to 
lavish gifts on Davis, an option not available to poorer pressure groups. It may not guarantee results, 
but good financial resources can certainly aid a pressure group in achieving its aims. 

 
As in any functioning democracy, human resources can also help a pressure group’s success. The CBI, for 
instance, represents 190,000 businesses and over 7 million people. Governments, particularly 
Conservative governments, are unlikely to want to alienate it. The same can be said for trade unions. 
Although not as powerful as they once were, they nonetheless command an important voice, with the 
two largest unions alone representing nearly 7 million people. For instance, they helped Corbyn see off a 
challenge from Owen Smith and thus played a part in setting the direction for the Labour Party for the 
near future. Under a Labour government, they would likely play an important role in shaping government 
policy as not only does Corbyn partly owe his leadership to the unions, but they also represent a key 
block of voters that Labour cannot afford to alienate. Some might reasonably argue that the United 
Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) is a form of pressure group, as its main aim was to seek a 
referendum on membership of the European Union rather than form a government. The 4 million votes it 
received in 2015 almost certainly played a role in David Cameron calling for the referendum, suggesting 
widespread support and public pressure can lead to change. 



However, large membership does not always translate to success. The march against the Iraq War in 
2003 attracted around 2 million people, making it the largest ever demonstration in the UK. Nonetheless, 
it failed to stop the invasion. Some may argue that it had a long term effect, making future governments 
less willing to go to war, although the UK intervened in Libya in 2011, which somewhat undermines this 
argument. Moreover, in cases where pressure groups have large memberships, such as the Royal Society 
for the Protection of Birds (RSPB), it is rather their aims that make them successful, not their 1 million 
members. They successfully campaigned, for example, to prevent an airport being built in the Thames 
Estuary, and also persuaded the government to allocate 834,000 acres of water near the Pitcain Islands 
for conservation. These successes owed, however, to the fact the aims were very specific and, in the 
latter case, because the Pitcain Islands are in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, and the RSPB’s campaign 
was met with minimal resistance. On balance, a large membership rarely hurts a pressure group’s cause, 
not least because it helps the finances and gives the group electoral clout, but if a group’s aims are not 
focused, they will unlikely attain their goals. 

 
Finally, public opinion and a government’s agenda can be a vital determining factor. After the 
Dunblane Massacre in 1996, there was widespread support for the Snowdrop campaign for tighter 
control on guns. This pressure was quickly converted into a new law, banning most handguns 
nationwide. Similarly, Joanna Lumley’s campaign to allow Gurkhas who had served in the British 
Army before 1997 to settle in the UK was popular with the public. This was an important factor in 
the campaign’s ultimate success in 2009. A government’s agenda, however, can sometimes 
overpower public opinion. From 2010, the Coalition government pushed forward a programme of 
austerity that was unpopular with much of the public, with over 50% of respondents in a YouGov 
poll in early 2011 stating it was bad for the economy. Many of the trade unions also actively 
campaigned against cuts to public services. Despite the balance of public opinion being against the 
government’s agenda, it was still carried out as being deemed necessary for the nation’s finances. As 
a result, it is fair to conclude that public support can help a pressure group’s case, but is not 
necessarily decisive. It is also worth noting that many issues pressure groups engage with gain limited 
public attention, and so public opinion may often not be a relevant factor. 
 
In conclusion, it is clear that no single factor can guarantee a group’s success. Most important is 
having realistic and achievable aims. But other factors can also be significant, depending on the case. 
Healthy finances can often facilitate access to key decision makers, and human resources – such as a 
large membership or following – can mean a group is more likely to be listened to. It is also certainly 
easier to get a hearing if a group has insider status. Finally, whilst working with rather than against 
public opinion is easier, being aligned with a government’s overall agenda will increase the chance of 
achieving a group’s aims. Ultimately, however, if the aims of a group are not carefully calibrated, 
success is unlikely. 


