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Abstract 
 
This paper examines the role of organized interests in political thinking -- specifically, the impact 
of political interest groups on attitude formation and change. A consideration of the motivations 
for group involvement in attitude formation suggests that it is frequently neither necessary nor 
efficient for groups to change policymakers' attitudes about substantive policy issues in order to 
achieve desired policy outcomes. The attainment of policy goals is frequently aided, however, by 
“focusing” the general public's attention on policy problems to produce the ripe climates of opinion 
which facilitate mobilization activities. While focusing activities are not generally undertaken with 
the goal of producing enduring attitudes (or attitude change), they produce temporary increases in 
the magnitude or intensity of particular attitudes which may significantly influence our 
understanding of such attitudes as they are measured by survey research. 
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This paper examines the role of organized interests in political thinking 
-- specifically, the impact of political interest groups on attitude forma­
tion and change. A consideration of the motivations for group involvement 
in attitude formation suggests that it is frequently neither necessary 
nor efficient for groups to change policymakers' attitudes about substantive 
policy issues in order to achieve desired policy outcomes. The attainment 
of policy goals is frequently aided, however, by 11focusing 11 the general 
public's attention on policy problems to produce the ripe climates of 
opinion which facilitate mobilization activities. While focusing activities 
are not generally undertaken with the goal of producing enduring attitudes 
(or attitude change), they produce temporary increases in the magnitude 
or intensity of particular attitudes which may significantly influence 
our understanding of such attitudes as they are measured by survey research. 

This paper is organized in four sections. It begins with a brief description 
of what is meant by the term 11political attitude. 1

1 Second, it reviews 
motivations for group involvement in attitude formation, employing a view 
of group leaders as rational actors to assess the necessity and efficiency 
of influencing political attitudes in hopes of producing policy responses. 
A third section introduces the notion of 1

1focusing 1

1 and suggests that it is 
a most appropriate technique for creating the ripe climates of opinion which 
groups ultimately mobilize to move from a situation of 11attitude-holding11 to 
one of 11attitude-based response.1

1 The fourth section concludes by considering 
a more general, unintentional impact which successful focusing efforts may 
have on public opinion, i.e., the extent to which these activities perform 
on agenda-setting function within the general public. 

Political Attitudes 

Before we can discuss why, how, and with what degree of success groups 
influence political attitudes, we must arrive at some understanding of 
what political attitudes are. \klen we speak of 1

1political attitudes 11 it 
is generally understood that we are referring to some evaluation of or 
feeling about political institutions, actors, or issues. Further examina­
tion of the concept, however, seems to render it less rather than more 
clear. Are these attitudes something more than value judgements? different 
than opinions? How are attitudes related to knowledge? beliefs? intentions? 
behavior? Is an attitude a response, or a readiness to respond? How are 
attitudes related to overt responses? 

Unfortunately, neither social psychological nor political science literatures 
provide us with a consensus definition of 11attitude 11 (see Abcarian and 
Soule, 1971: 2). In one two-year review period Fishbein and Ajzen (1972) 
found over 500 operationalizations of attitude (cited in Jaccard, 1981: 261). 
The one notion which all scholars seem to agree on is that attitudes 
involve some evaluation of an object. In the simplest terms, this affective 
(feeling, or emotional) aspect of an attitude consists of the individual 1 s 
personal preference--like or dislike--of the attitude object (McGuire, 
1969: 155; Manheim, 1982: 14). These personal evaluations are characterized 
by both their direction and intensity. 








































