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Abstract The robustness of a lobbying law is defined as the capacity of the 

regulation to increase transparency and accountability. Differences in the 

robustness of lobbying laws are common among regulated political systems. The 

aim of this work is to explain this variation. The analysis develops a set of 

hypotheses based on political agenda-setting effects, systems of interest 

representation and partisanship, aimed at explaining the robustness of lobbying 

laws. The arguments are tested performing a within-case analysis of the Austrian 

lobbying regulation passed in 2012. The results of the case study suggest that the 

differences in the robustness can be explained by the presence of salient lobbying 

scandals, which encourage the government to formulate stricter rules for 

consultancies and corporate lobbyists. Conversely, the corporatist tradition 

explains the introduction of less strict rules for other interest groups, in particular 

for social partners.   

 

Key Words: Lobbying; Lobbying Regulations; Transparency; Accountability; 

Robustness; Austria.  
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Introduction 

Lobbying regulations belong to the categories of transparency laws, anti-

corruption laws and ethics policy, aimed to enhance transparency and 

accountability and to set standards of behaviour for lobbyists and public officials 

(Rosenson, 2003). By making the behaviour of lobbyists observable, lobbying 

rules shed light on those aspects of the policy making process where interest 

groups are involved. Lobbying regulations are defined as “systems of rules which 

lobby groups must follow when trying to influence government officials and public 

policy outputs” (Chari et al, 2010, p. 4). Similarly Greenwood and Thomas (1998, 

p. 493) define it as “systems designed to regulate the activities of the legislators 

and/or lobbyists. This may involve formal instruments of legislation or less formal 

codes of self-regulatory conduct”. The different provisions determine what is legal 

or not in the execution of the activity of lobby groups. Research suggests that such 

rules strengthen confidence in political institutions (Naurin, 2007), work as an 

efficient anti-corruption mechanism, and represent an instrument of deliberative 

democracy (Chari et al, 2010). Understanding how lobbying laws are introduced 

and what determines their structure is therefore a relevant aspect of political 

science research in the field of interest groups.    

Recent studies on lobbying laws have been concerned about understanding 

lobbying regulations from a comparative perspective. An innovative dimension of 

this part of the literature includes the systematic identification of differences in 

the strictness of the regulation and the development of a valid measurement 

capable of capturing this difference (Opheim, 1991; Newmark, 2005; Chari et al, 

2010; Holman and Luneburg, 2012). This level of strictness, here called 

Robustness, is defined as the level of transparency and accountability that the 

lobbying regulation can guarantee. Some authors have referred to it as rigor 

(Opheim, 1991) or relative strength of the lobbying regulation (Chari et al, 2010). 

At the time of writing, various categories and measurements exist for the 

robustness of lobbying laws in the US and Europe. Opheim (1991) and Newmark 

(2005) analyse the lobbying laws adopted in the US and find considerable 

variation in their robustness at the state level. The first global comparative 

contribution is by Chari et al (2010), which classify lobbying regulations as highly-

regulated, medium-regulated or lowly-regulated, depending on the level of 
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robustness. Holman and Luneburg (2012) analyse the differences in the lobbying 

laws between the North American traditions and the European model and identify 

21 items which define whether a regulation can be classified as weak or strong 

(Holman and Luneburg, 2012, p. 21).  

The American research tradition on state regulation has also investigated 

determinants of the level of robustness of lobbying laws (Opheim, 1991; 

Newmark, 2005; Ozymy, 2013). Similarly, Rosenson (2003, 2005) and Witko 

(2007) have discussed the passage of other forms of ethics policy using 

overlapping theoretical frameworks.  This approach found little diffusion in the 

European research tradition on interest groups. In particular, the theoretical 

arguments developed by the American scholars have not been adapted to the 

global comparative perspective. Also the European research tradition on 

corporatism has developed intuitions on the introduction of lobbying laws 

(Greenwood and Thomas, 1998; Rechtman and Larsen-Ledet, 1998), although 

these arguments remain underdeveloped. 

As a result, this paper investigates the determinants of the robustness of the 

lobbying laws grounding on theoretical arguments based on both, the American 

and the European research tradition. A set of hypotheses is then tested on the case 

of Austria through a qualitative analysis of the introduction of the lobbying law in 

2012. Austria represents a useful case to assess the importance of the explanatory 

factors lobbying scandals, corporatism and partisanship. The findings suggest that 

the saliency of the lobbying scandals and corporatism influence the robustness of 

the Austrian lobbying law, and evidence shows that partisanship is linked to 

corporatism. The results provide insights on a significant aspect of the field of the 

interest groups research. While the broad literature examining lobbying 

regulations continues to grow, this work wants to stimulate research on further 

cases and variations on the independent variables. 

 

 

Salience of Lobbying Scandals 

Rosenson (2003, 2005) and Witko (2007) show that scandals drive the 

introduction of anti-corruption laws. Similarly, Ozymy (2013) has found evidence 

of lobbying scandals influencing the passage of stricter lobbying laws. In light of 
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these findings, Chari et al (2010, p. 112) argue that “a critical, watchful press, 

which results in scandals being reported quickly and with lots of visibility” might 

represent a fundamental cause of the emergence of robust lobbying regulations. 

These arguments are based on a political agenda setting effect (Van Aelst et 

al, 2014), policy agenda setting effect (Rogers and Dearing, 1988) or agenda-

building effect (Denham, 2010). The political agenda-setting hypothesis is the 

study of the media’s influence over the agendas of political actors (Van Aelst et al, 

2014, p. 200). This mechanism theorizes a direct effect of media on the priorities 

of policy makers at the early stage of the policy making process (Kingdon, 1984). 

Such stages involve the phases of problem identification and policy formulation 

and initiative (Cobb and Elder, 1981).     

Rosenson (2003, 2005), Witko (2007) and Ozymy (2013) draw upon this 

literature and find strong evidence of a political agenda-setting effect on the 

passage of ethics policy and lobbying laws in response to political corruption 

scandals. Scandals involving policy-makers often drive reform (Rosenson, 2003, 

and 2005) and news coverage of such scandals result in major changes in anti-

corruption policies, ethics policy and lobbying laws (Newmark, 2005; Ozymy 

2013). In particular, Rosenson (2005) shows that more salient scandals lead to 

stricter ethics policy and identifies different levels of saliency of scandals 

depending on the actors involved in it. In Rosenson’s work on the US states (2005), 

scandals are coded depending on whether they involve state employees, 

legislators, governors, and speakers of the House, House or Senate majority 

leaders, and House or Senate presidents. The more salient a scandal is, the more 

ethics policy is expected to be robust (Rosenson, 2005, Ch. 3). This testing ground 

is particularly relevant as the liberal-pluralist role of media as a watchdog of 

politics implies a particular attention towards political scandals (Tumber and 

Waisbord, 2004; see McQuail, 1977; and Curran, 2002 on liberal-pluralist 

approach).          

Following the political agenda-setting hypothesis, after a salient scandal the 

government in power is likely to initiate robust lobbying regulations and promote 

its passage throughout the policy-making stages. Therefore, the salient lobbying 

scandals are hypothesized to lead to the formulation of more robust lobbying laws 

during the policy initiative stage.  
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H1: The presence of salient lobbying scandals leads to the formulation of robust 

lobbying regulations.  

 

 

Corporatism 

Chari et al (2010) argue that lobbying laws are present where lobbying 

environments are complex. Rules are needed where access points and interest 

groups are high in number (Chari et al, 2010). The literature has associated 

complex lobbying environments with pluralist systems of intermediation, 

characterised by a high number of actors, high competition between groups, and 

a low number of interest niches. Greenwood and Thomas (1998, p. 498) argue 

that, “lobby regulation may belong to a pluralist world, where the structure and 

formal incorporation of economic interests in politics which is characteristic of 

corporatism is alien”. Regulating lobbying “is not seen as essential to the political 

system so long it is dominated by corporatism. However, when the structure is 

challenged by pluralist streams (e.g. a spread of political power and an increase in 

the number of players) there is insecurity in government, which leads to such 

demands” (Rechtman and Larsen-Ledet, 1998, p. 581). However these arguments 

are not based on empirical evidence. In addition, the causal mechanism, which 

links corporatism, pluralism and lobbying regulation, needs an accurate 

theoretical development.        

Evidence from recent literature on corporatism (Kollmannovà, Kasl and 

Matušková, 2014; Köppl and Wippersberg, 2014) suggests that peak unions and 

business organisations spend many resources in seeking to influence policy by 

lobbying the government outside the dimensions of industrial relations. 

Organization unity (in terms of monopoly of representation), routine involvement 

in policy-making and revolving doors often lead to successful lobbying (Köppl and 

Wippersberg, 2014). The causal mechanism linking corporatism to the emergence 

of lobbying laws is the following: Since rules which regulate lobbying are believed 

to promote competition and provide equal access (Brining, Holcombe and 

Schwartzstein, 1993; Baumgartner and Leech, 2001), corporatist actors perceive 

such rules as a threat to their privileged position in three ways: 1) Transparency 
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encourags participation of other groups by undermining the monopoly of 

representation of workers' and business' interests leading towards unwanted 

pluralism; 2) Rules on access to policy-making make routine involvement more 

complicated. Patterns of exchange and interaction become less informal and light 

is shed over closed-door negotiations; 3) Provisions such as cooling-off periods 

regulating revolving doors between government and corporatist interest groups 

undermine the elite formation in corporatist systems. Consequently, trade unions 

and business actors will lobby against the introduction of such rules.   

When Governments put lobbying regulation on the agenda in corporatist 

systems, key players such as social partners, who do not want to see their strong 

policy-making roles undermined and their potential move into the world of 

politics threatened, will mobilize in favour of less robust rules and lobby the 

policy-makers. More precisely, social partners are likely to oppose (or lobby for 

an exemption from) strict registration requirements. They might seek to reduce 

the scope of the regulation for social partners. They might also lobby against the 

introduction of revolving-door provisions such as cooling-off periods and oppose 

strict sanctions for non-compliance with codes of conducts. This reduces the level 

of robustness of the legislation for social partners. The second hypothesis is 

therefore: 

 

H2: In corporatist systems, lobbying regulations are expected to be less robust for 

social partners. 

 

 

Partisanship 

Much political research is concerned with better understanding the impact of 

partisanship on policy outputs. One relevant aspect of this literature analyses the 

effect of the partisan ideology on a left-right scale on various policy outputs 

ranging from total government spending, to, more specifically, welfare or military 

spending, and regulatory policy. The key hypothesis that grounds this part of the 

partisanship-research is that a change in the left-right ideological composition of 

the government corresponds to a change in policy.    
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Rosenson (2003, 2005) investigates whether liberal ideology correlates 

with the introduction of strict ethics regulations in US states. Similarly, Witko 

argues that “a key distinction between liberals and conservatives in the US is a 

greater willingness by liberals to allow the government to regulate a variety of 

activities, including campaign finance” (Witko, 2007, p. 374). Conservatives on the 

contrary tend to see strict regulations as a restriction of political liberties (Smith, 

2001; Witko, 2007). Witko’s findings suggest that liberal governments are more 

likely to pass strict campaign finance regulations. Government regulations are 

seen as a barrier to political participation in states governed by the Republicans. 

This represents an interesting testing ground for the partisan hypothesis in other 

political systems. Lobbying represents an established form of political 

participation in contemporary democracies. However, perceptions towards 

lobbying differ substantially (McGrath, 2008; OECD, 2014). As a result, party 

ideology might influence the way lobbying is regulated impacting on its 

robustness. Depending on the political ideology, political parties may support or 

reject more/less strict lobbying rules when they reach deliberation in Parliament. 

Following Witko (2007), I argue that leftist and centre-leftist parties are 

more likely to support strict rules that place more transparency on lobbying 

activity.  In particular, when lobbying regulations reach the deliberation stage in 

Parliament, more robust rules are expected to pass if leftist and centre-left wing 

parties form the majority. On the contrary, right wing and centre-rightist parties 

see lobbying rules as a barrier to entry for interest group participation. As a result, 

these parties are expected to promote less strict rules or to keep the system 

unregulated. 

 

H3: Lobbying regulations are expected to be more robust if one or a coalition of 

leftist/centre-left wing parties controls the majority in Parliament. On the contrary, 

rightist/centre-right wing parties are expected to promote less robust lobbying 

rules. 

 

 

Other Variables Considered in the Literature 
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Another finding suggests that US states are more likely to introduce ethics policies 

when neighbouring states have done so. Rosenson (2003, 2005) and Witko (2007) 

have developed this argument of policy diffusion based on geographical 

proximity. States are more willing to introduce policies that have been already 

tried in other states, in particular in neighbouring states (Rosenson, 2005; Witko, 

2007). A similar argument could hold in a global perspective by looking at the 

influence of international organizations (IOs), which promote the introduction of 

lobbying laws (external promotion). However, domestic policies of member states 

of IOs can also influence the decisions of IOs to promote such policies, making this 

an endogenous process. For these reasons, the case study setting of this work does 

not allow to consider the impact of IOs on the robustness of lobbying laws. 

Some authors have stressed the importance of the variable political culture 

on Elazar’s (1970) individualistic-moralistic dichotomy (Opheim, 1991; 

Rosenson, 2003 and 2005; Witko, 2007; Ozymy, 2013). The authors find 

consistent results on moralistic culture positively impacting the robustness of the 

regulations. Cultural Theory based on Elazar’s (1970) work has found little space 

in European comparative politics research (but see Mamadouh, 1997; Grenstad, 

1999) due to problems related to the stretching of the concepts (Reisinger, 1995; 

Johnson, 2003). Therefore, it makes little sense to consider it in a global 

comparative perspective.        

This work considers three main variables as the determinants of the 

robustness level. Figure 1 summarises the causal mechanisms that link the 

independent variables to the outcome variable. The boxes in Figure 1 represent 

the explanatory factors, the ovals represent the stages of the introduction of the 

policy, namely initiative, representation of interests and deliberation, and the 

shaded box represents the outcome.  

 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

 

The next section discusses the research design and methods that justify the 

application of the presented theoretical arguments to the Austrian case. The study 

is a within-case analysis performed between 2012 and 2014. The presented 

evidence is drawn from the analysis of official documents published by the 
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Ministry of Justice during the process of introduction of the lobbying law and from 

elite interviews performed with four key actors involved in the three stages of the 

process. 

 

 

Research Design and Methods 

The selection on the independent factors make Austria a most–likely case on the 

three features under investigation. First, media activism on detecting lobbying 

scandals during these years shed light on two affairs involving Austrian politicians 

and unclean lobbying, namely the Telekom affair and the cash for law scandal. 

These are considered as the biggest corruption scandals of contemporary Austrian 

politics, and the only salient lobbying scandals of the last 15 years.  Holman and 

Luneburg (2012, p. 20) have argued that the scandals have driven change in ethics 

policy in Austrian politics, but no evidence of the causal mechanism at work has 

been discussed.   

Second, as a typical corporatist system of interest representation (Lijphart 

and Crepaz, 1991; Kenworthy, 2003; Siaroff, 1999), Austria represents an easy 

testing ground for the corporatism hypothesis. Köppl and Wippersberg (2014) 

have evidenced the importance of revolving doors between politics, trade unions, 

and business associations in their analysis of lobbying activities in Austria. They 

argue that this intertwinement has been particularly important in the case of the 

legislature from 2008 to 2013, which passed the lobbying law (Köppl and 

Wippersberg, 2014, p. 33).  

Third, in the process of introduction of the law, an oversized parliamentary 

majority formed by the Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) and by the Christian 

Democratic Party (ÖVP) negotiated the bill. This allows one to investigate the 

negotiation on the provisions of the law by considering the hypothesized partisan 

effect. In the literature on partisanship the Social Democratic Party (SPÖ) falls in 

the category centre-leftist party, while the Christian Democratic Party (ÖVP) is 

considered a centrist party (based on Schmidt, 1996; Armingeon et al, 2011) or a 

centre-rightist party (according to Benoit and Laver, 2007).  This makes it a 

centrist majority expected to promote medium-robust lobbying rules. An analysis 
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of the process has suggested that the tradition of collaboration between the two 

parties has dispelled obstructionism and fragmentation on this issue. 

The robustness of the Austrian regulation is measured using an index based 

on the work of Holman and Luneburg (2012). Measurements of the robustness of 

lobbying laws are based on a coding procedure according to a set of key elements 

of the regulation. The standard literature has approached lobbying legislation by 

focusing on the construction of theoretical classifications of lobbying regulation. 

Building on the comparative work of Holman and Luneburg (2012), I develop a 

method of textual coding of the legislation capable of capturing the variation of 

robustness in the Austrian lobbying legislation.  

I construct a measurement of the robustness using the 21 items identified by 

Holman and Luneburg (2012, p. 21). Such a methodology constructs an additive 

index by applying a 1 point score on 21 questions (0 otherwise). The questions 

consider whether registration of interest groups is mandatory or voluntary; 

whether lobbyists need a pass to enter the Parliament or governmental buildings; 

whether the regulation affects contract lobbyist, for-profit or non-profit interest 

groups; whether the scope of the regulation involves lobbying the legislative and 

the executive; it considers the amount of information that lobbyists have to 

disclose on lobbying activity and the spending related to it; whether the regulation 

has statutory penalties for misbehaviour or non-compliance; and whether the 

access to the information on the register is public or not. The index results in a 

point scale ranging from 0 (minimum robustness) to 21 (maximum robustness). 

The score has been transformed into a range from 0 to 1 in order to allow an easy 

interpretation. In other words, the closer the lobbying law is to 1, the more robust 

is the legislation. Regulations that have a robustness score below 0.5 are to be 

considered weak and scores above 0.5 are classified as strong (Holman and 

Luneburg, 2012, p. 21).      

As Table 1 shows, the Austrian lobbying law is characterised by a variation 

of robustness depending on the type of interest group. The coding has been 

performed separately for each section (find coding in table A1 in the Appendix). 

 

[Insert Table 1 here] 
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Interestingly the Austrian regulation treats interest groups differently. 1 

The legislation is more robust for lobbying consultancies and firms while it is less 

robust for public groups and in particular social partners. In fact, lobbying 

consultancies are subject to stricter rules on financial disclosure. Rules for 

corporate actors follow as second most robust; NGOs and professional 

associations have to disclose less information about their expenditures and their 

lobbying activity. In particular, the gap in robustness between the provisions on 

social partners and the other sections is particularly large, meaning that the 

provisions on social partners guarantee systematically lower levels of 

transparency and accountability compared to the other sections. Particularly, 

social partners are subject only to limited registration requirements and are 

exempted from sanctions for non-compliance to the rules (OECD, 2014, p. 99). 

Such differences in the robustness of the regulation resulted from the process 

which led to the introduction of the lobbying law. Hence, this process is analysed 

following the stages of initiative, representation and deliberation. This is done by 

tracing the process of the introduction of the regulation stage by stage. 

  The choice of using the process-tracing method in this analysis is inspired 

by the literature on interest groups (Dür, 2008). However, such a methodology 

applied to a single case has its limits for hypotheses testing. The number of 

intervening factors that can be considered is limited; causal inference relying on 

one single case can be problematic. With the aim of validating results and 

overcoming the limits of process-tracing analysis, further research applying 

different methodological approaches is needed. Despite these limitations, tracing 

the process of the introduction of lobbying regulation represents an established 

way to gain insights into the causal chains that link the independent variables to 

the different levels of robustness of the regulation. The literature has produced a 

set of single case studies on different regulated systems (see for example 

Greenwood, 1998; Thomas, 1998; Rush, 1998; Jordan, 1998; Warhurst, 1998; 

Ronit and Schneider, 1998; Rechtman and Larsen-Ledet, 1998).  

 

 

Tracing the Process of the Introduction of the Austrian Lobbying 

Law 



 12 

The process that led to the introduction of the bill passed through three stages 

during the period of June 2011 to the definitive approval in July 2012. These 

policy-making stages are represented in Figure 2.  

 

[Insert Figure 2 here] 

 

The analysis is performed by using evidence emerging from the official documents 

of the floor debates (in the Nationalrat and in the Bundesrat) and from official 

statements on the introduction of the piece of legislation submitted by interest 

groups. In addition, interviews with key actors involved at all stages of the process 

have been conducted. All interviews were held in Vienna (Austria) in May 2014. 

Interviewees were selected according to their participation in the stages of the 

process.  

First, the Minister of Justice was interviewed on the initiative stage. The 

interview dedicated attention to the role of the scandals in the media in 

determining the agenda of the government. The interviewee was asked to 

reconstruct the process of formulation of the policy, identify key actors and 

stakeholders accordingly, and explain how the media attention to the scandals 

shaped the agenda of the Ministry.  

Second, two interviews involved lobbyists (one considered to be an expert 

in anti-corruption policy), which were participating at the stage of representation 

of interests with submissions. Both took also part in an expert hearing organized 

by the Justice Committee in the Lower House. Evidence on the processes of 

lobbying and corporatism were collected in this stage. Interviewees were asked to 

describe their role in the process and to explain the strategies adopted to 

represent their interests. Lobbyists were also asked about strategies adopted by 

interest groups representing opposed interests. Lobbyists were asked to evaluate 

the importance of different interest groups in the process, revealing the dynamics 

in relation to access. In particular, they were asked to evaluate whether social 

partners enjoyed privileged access in the process.  

A third round of interviews involved a member of the Justice Committee of 

the Lower House in charge of negotiating amendments in order to gain insights on 

the processes of deliberation. The interviewee was asked to reconstruct the 
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process of deliberation and to identify key actors and stakeholders involved. The 

interviewee was asked to evaluate the preferences of the different political 

parties, to reconstruct dynamics of negotiations in the Committee and in the 

Lower House, and finally to describe links between such parties and the interest 

groups involved in the process.  

The analysis follows the stages presented in the Figure 1 and 2. It first 

addresses the initiative stage in which the Ministry of Justice represents the main 

institutional actor and the salient lobbying scandals represent the main 

explanatory factor. The second stage is the representation of interests. Here the 

main actors are social partners that lobby the draft bill by sending submissions, 

and participating in public hearings. The main explanatory factor in this stage is 

corporatism. The third stage is deliberation, when the draft bill has been presented 

in the Lower House and the Justice Committee. The hypothesized explanatory 

factor is partisanship; however, results suggest that corporatism was relevant at 

this stage.  

 

Initiative Stage - Lobbying Scandals 

Debates about how to regulate lobbying have been present in the period from 

2006 to 2010, as a consequence of the European Transparency Initiative that 

promoted lobbying legislation in the EU. However, incentives to regulate lobbying 

without the presence of lobbying scandals were low and the debate was pushed 

off the agenda never reaching the bill stage.2 From 2010 to 2012 a sequence of 

lobbying scandals hit the news.  

The first lobbying scandal is known as the Telekom affair. Politicians from 

four main parties FPŐ, BZŐ, ŐVP and SPŐ were found guilty of accepting bribes 

and illegal campaign funding from the company Telekom AG and from PR-

lobbyists working for it. Particular attention has been dedicated to the PR-

lobbyists of Valora Solutions Hochegger and Meischberger and their relation with 

former FPŐ Finance-Minister Grasser.  

The second big scandal is known as the Cash-for-Law scandal. It erupted in 

2011, involving the ŐVP-Member of the European Parliament and former Federal 

Minister of the Interior, Ernst Strasser. His participation in the scandal, which also 

embroiled a Slovenian, Spanish and a Romanian MEP, involved bribes in exchange 
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of promoting and passing amendments in European legislation. Strasser was 

sentenced to 4 years in jail for corruption in January 2013.  

In total the scandals personally involved 2 members of the Government, 1 

MP, 2 MEPs and 2 former Ministers. According to Rosenson (2005) this can be 

considered as a sequence of salient scandals. In addition, the scandals involved 

several PR-consultants and in-house lobbyists, members of four political parties 

and different factions and organizations affiliated to them. The scandals 

undermined the credibility of the government in front of the public.  

The chief of staff to the Minister of Justice Georg Krakow (Kabinettchef) 

prepared a first draft bill testifying to the political agenda-setting effect that the 

scandals had on the demand for regulation. The bill contained provisions on the 

registration of lobbying consultancies, and cooling-off periods for lobbyists. 

However, in 2011 the Government experienced a reshuffle, which affected the 

Ministry of Justice. The newly settled Minister of Justice Beatrix Karl (ÖVP) 

presented a different draft version of the lobbying bill (discussed in the next 

paragraph). The initiative was accompanied by two further measures regarding 

the fight against corruption, namely new anti-corruption legislation and a 

regulation on private party financing. The three measures were called the 

Transparenzpaket (Transparency Measures) and were forcefully promoted by the 

government coalition after the corruption scandals. This represented the first bill 

in Austrian history aimed at regulating lobbying activity.  

In June 2011 the government presented a draft proposal of the 

Transparenzpaket. The government delegated the work on the party financing 

system and the reform of the penal code to the Parliament, leaving the 

responsibility to draft the lobbying legislation to the Ministry of Justice. As a result, 

the Minister considered different provisions for different interest-group 

categories and the draft legislation contained different rules depending on the 

nature of the represented interests.3 While lobbying consultancies and in-house 

lobbyists of firms had stronger registration requirements, professional and public 

groups had weaker requirements. The robustness levels in the draft bill were 

substantially higher for lobbying firms (0.71 – high) and corporate actors (0.57 – 

high), compared to professional groups (0.38 - low) and public groups (0.38 – 

low). Thus, it is difficult to assess whether the salient lobbying scandals 
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determined the highest or lowest level of robustness. Therefore, the analysis 

investigated the documents searching for an explanation to why the government 

formulated more robust rules for consultancies and corporate actors. 

The promotion of this piece of legislation was aimed at restoring the 

credibility of the government after the corruption scandals. Minister Beatrix Karl 

presented the transparency measures to the public by giving several interviews to 

national newspapers. In one of the interviews, the Minister of Justice clarified the 

aim of the lobbying legislation. “Lobbying should not be perceived as bad. The 

legislation should aim at promoting transparency in lobbying and interest 

representation”, further, “in order to prevent such cases [refers to the Strasser 

affair] from happening again”, suggesting that more robust rules for those 

involved in unclean lobbying should be in place.4  

The interviewees were asked whether such statements referred to the fact 

that corporate lobbyists and consultants need more robust rules in order to 

prevent corruption. Reponses in three cases have suggested that the reason for 

more robust rules for lobbying consultancies and corporate groups is related to 

the need to prevent future scandals, since the lobbyists involved in the Telekom 

scandals were professional lobbyists and former politicians entering the 

consultancy industry. 5  The government formulated a lobbying law aimed at 

preventing corruption in the future by regulating those who were seen as bad 

lobbyists more stringently.  

Far from assessing that corporate groups and consultancies are corrupt, 

this finding supports previous research on the perceptions towards lobbyists. 

McGrath (2008) has found that professional lobbyists are often perceived as 

illegal or corrupt. Even in Austria, “the term lobbying has a very negative image 

and is thus not used very much” (Köppl and Wippersberg, 2014, p. 34). In sum, the 

salient lobbying scandals had no effect on the total robustness of the lobbying law 

formulated by the government. However, they had a substantive effect on the 

robustness of the rules that affected those that have been associated with lobbying 

scandals, namely consultants and corporate lobbyists. This has strong 

implications on how lobbying rules are formulated by governments.  

 

Representation of Interests – Corporatism 
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Next, the interest groups were invited to submit opinions on the government’s bill. 

From June to August 2011 interest groups submitted 74 opinion reports on the 

draft bill to the Ministry of Justice. 6  In particular, consultancies submitted 4 

reports; corporate groups 14; professional associations submitted 20; public 

groups 10; and social partners 7. The peak-level trade union (ÖGB), which has a 

monopoly of representation, the largest employer association (WKÖ) and the 

Austrian Chamber of Employees (AK) were heavily lobbying the Ministry of Justice 

and the Justice Committee in this stage.7 The Interview with the Minister of Justice 

also suggests that the Ministry had been in constant touch with trade unions and 

business organizations.  

In their official reports, the peak-level organizations expressed opposition 

to their inclusion in the category of lobbyists and requested exemptions. 

“Particularistic lobbying has to be distinguished from a system of social 

partnership”.8 Given the particular position of social partners in the system of 

intermediation, the ÖGB opposed their recognition as an ordinary interest 

organization and argued that “the consequent constrains and sanctions 

undermine the basic rights of unions”.9  On the basis of the absence of special 

provisions that guarantee the particular position of social partners, the ÖGB 

expressed a negative opinion on their inclusion in the scope of the regulation. 

Similarly the WKÖ, in its 42 page report, underlined its central role in the 

representation of industrial interests at the peak level10 and prevented, therefore, 

its inclusion as a lobbyist in the regulation.11 Interviews also suggested that being 

treated as “lobbyists” represents a “cultural shock” for Austrian social partners. 

For this reason, social partners were lobbying the Ministry of Justice for their 

exclusion from the scope of the regulation.12 However, the real success of this 

lobbying by social partners became visible at the deliberation stage when the bill 

reached the Lower House. 

 

Deliberation - Partisan Effect 

Contrary to what was expected under the partisan hypothesis, the centrist 

majority did not support the introduction of medium-robust rules at this stage. 

The coalition accepted the lower level of robustness for public and professional 

groups suggesting that more restrictions were not needed. In addition, the 
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majority agreed on an amendment aimed at reducing the robustness level for 

social partners. This also suggests that corporatism was the main explanatory 

factor in this stage. 

In October 2011, the debate on if and how to treat groups differently 

continued in the Justice Committee of the Lower House. The report presented by 

the Justice Committee in June 2012 confirmed the draft proposal presented by the 

government containing more robust rules for lobbying consultancies and 

corporate lobbyists. In addition, in light of what was suggested by social partners 

in the submissions, the Justice Committee recommended the Lower House 

address the issue of the exemptions of social partners from the lobbying law on 

the floor.13 

The bill reached the floor of the Lower House in late June. From its first 

draft, the legislation did not undergo changes. When the bill reached the Lower 

House, the Social-Democratic Party (SPÖ) presented an amendment aimed at 

excluding social partners from the legislation. The amendment to article 1, 

paragraph 2 established special provisions for social partners, which involved 

only minimal registration requirements (Art. 9 and 12).14 As a consequence, social 

partners were not recognized as lobbyists in the legislation and were exempt from 

the codes of conduct and sanctions for misbehaviour that applied to lobbyists. 

After the adoption of the amendment, in her intervention in the Lower 

House, the Minister of Justice Beatrix Karl (ÖVP) argued, “the discussed policy 

paper reached the equilibrium between the private lobbying-industry and the 

social partners in the trade-off between transparency and the guarantee of 

interests.”15 Furthermore, SPÖ’s speaker in the Justice Committee Johann Maier 

intervened by emphasizing the difference between lobbying and interest 

representation of capital and labour. “The lobbying law establishes clear rules for 

lobbying professionals. The contents on the activities of public and professional 

interest organizations are already available on the webpages of the Chambers of 

Employees (AK)” suggesting that regulating their activity would be unnecessary.16 

According to the MP, no further rules were therefore needed. The MPs of the 

Greens and the Alliance for the Future of Austria (BZÖ) heavily contested these 

positions. BZÖ’s speaker Josef Bucher claimed that social partners were 
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voluntarily exempt from lobbying rules and this reflects a successful lobbying 

activity by trade unions and employer associations.17 

The Lobbying law was approved by the Lower House (Nationalrat) in June 

2012 by a majority of two-thirds formed by ÖVP, SPÖ and FPÖ, while Greens and 

BZÖ voted against it. The endorsement by the Federal Council (Bundesrat) of the 

lobbying regulation followed within a very short time period, concluding the 

introduction of the Austrian lobbying law. 

 The debate on the introduction of special provisions for social partners 

shows the importance of Austrian corporatist traditions when it comes to interest 

representation vis a vis the hypothesized partisan effect. The identification of 

trade unions and employer associations as lobbyists in the regulation would have 

undermined the corporatist system of intermediation in two ways: First, the codes 

of conducts and the procedures on establishing contacts with public officeholders 

are incompatible with the models of involvement of social partners in tripartite 

meetings, the negotiation of social pacts or the collective bargaining at the central 

level with the involvement of the government. Second, social partnership would 

have been incompatible with Article 8 of the law, which introduces the prohibition 

of role-accumulation between the position of public officeholder and lobbyist. 

This last aspect suggests that party-social partner links are particularly important 

in Austria. In fact, both the SPÖ and the ÖVP are formed by internal sub-

organizations, which are closely linked to the peak social partner organizations 

and their affiliates. The Christian Democratic Party is formed by six factions 

(Bund), whereby three of these are based on the traditional capital-labour 

cleavages.18 Similarly, part of the Austrian Social-Democratic Party is formed by a 

labour oriented party sub-organization traditionally detaining considerable 

power (Müller, 1997).19 These party sub-organizations and processes of revolving 

doors between party-organizations and social partners underline the link 

between capital-labour interests and party structures.20  

 This finding suggests that the hypothesized partisan effect is not 

independent from corporatism in Austria. This finding supports the argument 

already found in the literature that underlines the importance of corporatism in 

the Austrian party structures. As Köppl and Wippersberg argue:  
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Throughout decades, all of those institutions became a plentiful 

reservoir for staffers in parliament as well as in the federal ministers’ 

cabinets. Not only Members of Parliament were – and are – either 

elected representatives or high-ranking employees from one of the 

social partnership’s institutions but also several members of the 

federal government came directly from the social partnerships’ 

leadership offices. Furthermore, both big parties relied heavily on the 

policymaking and interest mediation powers of the social partnership 

in almost all policy areas. 

(Köppl and Wippersberg, 2014, p. 33)  

 

These findings have implications for future investigations on the partisan 

effect in this policy area. When lobbying regulations are passed, party-

interest group links can divert the effect of partisanship on the robustness 

of lobbying laws. Corporatism can correlate to partisanship, providing new 

ground for the formulation of new hypotheses. In particular, studying the 

linkage between parties and interest groups can provide an adequate 

theoretical framework for future scholars on the impact of party-interest 

group connections on the passage of lobbying laws.  

 

 

Conclusions 

Lumi (2014, p. 51) recently stated that it is hard to argue why professional and 

public groups' attempts to influence policy-making should not be disclosed to the 

public. In the Austrian regulation the legislator has decided to ask for more 

transparency from contract lobbyists and firms, while less is required from 

professional and public interest groups. 

Through the study of the stages of initiative, representation of interests, 

and deliberation, this work considered the relevance of factors such as lobbying 

scandals, corporatism and partisanship in determining the level of robustness of 

the Austrian lobbying law.  

First, lobbying scandals were a relevant factor in setting the agenda of the 

government in the initiative stage, leading to the introduction of more robust 
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rules, at least for professional lobbyists and corporate actors. Second, corporatism 

was important in explaining how powerful interest groups were able to shape the 

legislation in their favour and to adapt it to the system of interest intermediation. 

In this situation, social partners lobbied the legislation negatively affecting its 

level of robustness in its different parts. This result has been supported by the role 

of corporatism and its links to Austrian political parties in the deliberation stage. 

Partisanship was interlinked with corporatism. As a result, corporatism also 

proved to be an important explanatory factor of robustness in this stage. The 

policy paper promoting transparency and accountability in interests' 

representation resulted in a legislation characterized by a more limited scope. In 

contrast, other groups, such as lobbying consultancies and firms, were not able to 

gain the same treatment. This is due to a lack of political representation, which is 

focused on social partnership’s actors.  

The impact of this study on the lobbying literature is two-fold. First, 

scholars investigating the effect of lobbying rules on the lobbying environment 

have to consider the regulation itself as being an outcome of interest-group 

participation. The analysis has suggested that legislation can be bent and adopted 

to the needs of the insider groups. In the case of Austria, this resulted in different 

levels of robustness of the legislation, depending on the nature of the represented 

interests. Second, the reasons justifying interest groups' participation and the 

governments' decisions on how to regulate lobbying can be linked to the analysed 

factors. Therefore, using the outlined baseline, similar investigations can be 

performed in newly regulated systems. 
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Tables and Figures 
 
Table 1: The Robustness level of the Austrian regulation 

 Robustness Level Classification by Holman and 
Luneburg (2012, p. 21)21 

Section A - Lobbying Consultancies 0.71 Strong 

Section B - In-house Corporate Lobbyists 0.57 Strong 

Section C - Professional Associations  0.38 Weak 

Section D – Public Groups 0.38 Weak 

Social Partners 0.33 Weak 

Source: The Robustness score is calculated following the methodology shown in the 
Appendix. 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The processes of introduction of the lobbying regulation 
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Figure 2: Institutional features of the policy-making in the case of the Austrian 
lobbying regulation 

 

Appendix 

Table A1: Coding Procedure of the Austrian Regulation 

Robustness measurement based on  
Holman and Luneburg (2012, p. 21) Austria 

Scope of the regulation 
Section A –  
Consultants 

Section B 
– 
Corporate 

Section C 
– 
Prof. IGs 

Section D 
– 
Public 
IGs 

Social 
partners 

Mandatory registration 1 1 1 1 1 

Access pass to lawmakers 0 0 0 0 0 

      
Non-profit 0 0 1 1 1 

For-profit 0 1 0 0 0 

Contract 1 0 0 0 0 

      
Legislative 1 1 1 1 1 

Executive 1 1 1 1 1 
 
Disclosure      
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Lobbyist Name 1 1 0 0 0 

Lobbyist Employer 1 1 0 0 0 

Lobbyist Client 1 0 0 0 0 

General issue lobbied 1 1 0 0 0 

Specific measure lobbied 0 0 0 0 0 

Aggregate lobbying income 1 0 0 0 0 

Lobbying income per client 1 0 0 0 0 

Aggregate lobbying spending 1 1 1 1 1 

Lobbying spending per issue 0 0 0 0 0 

Lobbying contacts 0 0 0 0 0 

Political spending/contributions 1 1 1 1 1 
 
Enforcement      
Fines/imprisonment 1 1 1 1 0 

Internet access 1 1 1 1 1 

Code of Conduct 1 1 0 0 0 
 
TOTAL 15 12 8 8 7 

TOTAL Standardized 0.71 0.57 0.38 0.38 0.33 

 

Acknowledgments 
 

This research is supported by the Irish Research Council, Postgraduate Research 

Scholarship. 

 

 

Notes 

 
1  Similar examples of different levels of robustness can be found in the US 

and in the Canadian regulation. In the US, lower monetary thresholds to 

registration apply to consultancies. Similarly, in Canada consultancies need to 

register as soon as a contract with a client has been signed, while in-house 

lobbyists need to register only if they dedicate a “significant part” of their 

work to lobbying (Holman and Luneburg, 2012, p. 8). In Lithuania 

(introduced in 2001), Australia (2008) and the UK (introduced in 2014)

 lobbying laws only regulate lobbying consultancies. Jasiecki (2006) argues 

that the Polish regulation (introduced in 2005) is repressive for 

professional lobbyists and firms but not repressive for non-professionals, like 

business associates or NGOs. On the same issue, Lumi (2014) argues that the 

Hungarian, Polish, and Lithuanian legislation is aimed at regulating contract 

lobbyists more than other interest groups.  
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2  Interviews with two members of Expert Hearing Commission and member 

of the Justice Committee. 12/05/2014, 13/05/2014, 24/05/2014, Vienna. 

3  Interviews with two members of Expert Hearing Commission and member 

of the Justice Committee. 12/05/2014, 13/05/2014, 24/05/2014, Vienna. 

4    Interviews with two members of Expert Hearing Commission and member 

of the Justice Committee. 12/05/2014, 13/05/2014, 24/05/2014, Vienna. 

5     Interviews with two members of Expert Hearing Commission and member 

of the Justice Committee. 12/05/2014, 13/05/2014, 24/05/2014, Vienna. 

6   Interviews with two members of Expert Hearing Commission and member 

of the Justice Committee. 12/05/2014, 13/05/2014, 24/05/2014, Vienna. 

7   Interview with Minister of Justice. 20/05/2014, Vienna. 

8   Submission of O GB, 2011, p. 2 

9    Submission of O GB, 2011, p. 2 

10     Submission of WKO , 2011, p. 3 

11    Submission of WKO , 2011, p. 40 

12 Interview with the Minister of Justice, member of Justice Committee and a 

member of Expert Hearing Commission. 20/05/2014, 24/05/2014, 

13/05/2014, Vienna. 

13     Bericht des Justizausschusses. 8749 der Beilagen zu den Stenographischen 
Protokollen    des Bundesrates. 28/06/2012. 
 
14    Lobbying- und Interessenvertretungs-Transparenz-Gesetz – LobbyG und 

Änderung des Gerichtsgebührengesetzes, 25/07/2012. 

15    Nationalrat Protokoll 163th, 2011, p. 48 

16    Nationalrat Protokoll 163th; 2011, p. 76 

17    Nationalrat Protokoll 163th, 2011, p. 76 

18   The Farmers' Confederation (Der Bauernbund), the Austrian Workers' 

Federation (Der Österreichische ArbeitnehmerInnen – und Arbeiterbund) and 

the Employers’ Federation (Wirtschaftsbund) 

19  The Social Democratic Trade Unionists (Fraktion sozialdemokratischer

 Gewerkschafterinnen und Gewerkschafter) 

20  Recent examples of the centrality of sub-organizations in Austrian politics 

are: regarding the Legislation from 2008 to 2013 the Austrian Workers' 
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Federation (O VP) had 22 representatives in Parliament and five in 

Government. The Employers' Federation (O VP) had 32 representatives 

in Parliament. In addition, if the two main parties form the Government, it is 

common practice that the Minister of Social Policy is a representative of the 

SPO ’s Trade-Unionists’ Faction or of the O VP’s Farmer-Unionists’ Faction 

(Müller, 1997). Regarding the Left, the SPO  also has a fixed number of 

positions on the party’s candidate list for representatives of the peak-trade 

union O GB (Müller, 1997).   

21  The threshold between strong and weak regulation is 0.50 (Holman and 

Luneburg, 2012, p. 21). 

 


