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The theory of influence in a representative democracy 

INTRODUCTION 

What can Jean-Jacques Rousseau and John Stuart Mill teach us about improving companion animal welfare outcomes? This paper 

discusses how the ideologies espoused by these eminent scholars regarding liberal and representative democracy (respectively) 

can improve the influence policy actors have on public policy. It does so by demonstrating how the principles of liberalism and 

representative democracy affect the public policy process, which in a participatory democracy can be exploited by policy actors. 

This paper therefore provides the theoretical foundation for the strategies and tactics proposed during my oral presentation at 

the fifth national Getting to Zero Summit, which I would not otherwise have time to cover.  

 

This paper begins by canvassing the key ideologies that have shaped the Australian political system. In particular, the tenets of  

liberalism and democracy are discussed, along with the tension that can be created when the two are intertwined in a liberal  

democratic political system. This provides the theoretical background for an analysis of the principles of representative and  

participatory democracy. 

 

Next, this paper provides an overview of the division of legislative power between the local, state and federal governments in  

respect of animal welfare to ensure correctly targeted campaigns. The focus of the paper then narrows to demonstrate how  

policy actors are able to influence the policy process in a liberal democratic and representative government. To facilitate this  

discussion the policy goal of legislative change is adopted. In support of this goal, the roles of legislation in regulating an activity 

whilst also educating the public are put forward. This paper concludes that the principal source of influence a policy actor has to 

affect legislative change is the ability to attract public support. In pursuit of this goal, the role of interest groups and the media is 

discussed. 

 

For the purposes of this paper, policy actors are individuals or groups who have an interest or connection with a policy issue.  

Policy actors may be self-interested, as in the case of business groups and associations, or they may pursue public interest goals. It 

is the policy actors representing the public interest that are the subject of this paper. 
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For present purposes, it is sufficient to define the public interest as an absence of an overriding private interest in the outcome of 

an issue. While a policy actor may have some private or vested interest in a matter, the primary motivation is not one of  

self-interest. This is an important distinction because acting in the public interest lends greater credibility and legitimacy to the  

activities of a policy actor, and these attributes are valuable allies when seeking to effect policy change. Policy actors that represent 

the public interest have ‘an ethic of responsibility’ and want to engage in the policy process by ‘organising an interest group, joining 

the bureaucracy, entering politics or creating some influential public forum to promote a policy proposal’.  

 

With this focus in mind, this paper is relevant to individuals and groups in civil society (including advocacy groups, charities, not-for

-profit associations, shelter operators and larger private rescues) who constitute the animal protection movement. As such, this 

paper will not address efforts to change public policy from the private sphere (such as strategies targeting corporate power).  

Instead, this paper will focus on the activities of policy actors to effect government legislative policy.  

 

It should, therefore, come as little surprise that this paper adopts a conceptual view of policy development as one embedded in the 

collectivist democratic tradition. In other words, the paper employs the ‘normative ideal that democracy is based on discussion 

between [the] governed and governing’. 

 

KEY IDEOLOGIES 

A. Liberalism 

Liberalism, as a principle for the organisation of society, recognises the rights and interests of individuals within a greater social 

framework, to which individuals consent. However, the emphasis on the ‘rights and interests of individuals’ within a collectivist 

political system is not without its difficulties. Modern Australia is said to be fragmented and pluralised. According to Marsh, 

‘Interest groups and social movements are a principal cause, and symptom, of this development [a fragmented and pluralised  

society].’ Therefore, it is the responsibility of the government in a liberal democracy to find the appropriate  

balance between the rights of individuals and the interests of the rest of the community. Public policy is the product of this  

considered balancing of competing interests. 

 

B. Democracy 

In a democracy the ultimate source of political authority rests with the people. As a theory of government the ‘political power 

derives from the will, or at least consent, of the people’. In other words, democracy draws its legitimacy from ‘the cooperative 

participation of citizens in the making of decisions that affect the community as a whole’. According to Rousseau ‘a state created by 

individuals voluntarily ceding some of their rights is legitimised by the continued participation of the people in decision making, so 

that public policies continue to represent the “general will”’. Therefore, in the democratic tradition, ‘The public is supposed to 

influence the decision-making of public officials by direct personal communication with officials and, more importantly, by indirect 

functional representation through the agency of interest groups.’ 

 

C. Liberal Democracy 

Australia, like many western countries, is a liberal democracy. ‘A liberal democracy is a political system in which democratically 

based institutions of governance exist alongside liberal conceptions about the rights of individuals and about market-based  

mechanisms for economic production and distribution.’ The influence of democratic theory in a liberal democracy requires that 

the people have certain freedoms, either individually or as a group, to facilitate the participation in political activity. Such activities 

include any lawful attempt to influence government (see representative democracy below), and even to nominate as a candidate at 

the local, state or territory, or federal level of government. Where such freedoms are protected, the state derives its legitimacy 

from the representative institutions that execute the political and governmental functions in society. 

 

D. Representative Democracy 

Policy actors are able to influence public policy because Australia is a representative democracy. This means that in addition to the 

liberal concepts of individual rights, private property and distribution, people are able to vote for a representative, whom (in  

theory) will represent their needs, interests and values in government. Voting is, therefore, the ‘citizen’s opportunity to make a 

statement about how they would like their community and country to run.’  

 

According to John Stuart Mill, a representative democracy benefits the state and its citizens. Mill argued that through a  

representative democracy the state benefits through better policy making. In respect of the individual, Mill stated that a  

representative democracy offers greater opportunities for self-fulfilment and political education. 

 
Representative democracy is ‘embedded in the Constitution and in political practice.’ As such, it can be found at all three levels of 

government: local, state and federal. At the state and federal levels, an elected official is a member of the legislature. ‘The role of 

the legislature is not to govern but to carry out a role of law making that is representative of the views of the community but  

resistant to pressure groups attempting to manipulate the system.’ The executive, on the other hand, is responsible for initiating 

and implementing laws. The Cabinet, as a part of the executive, decides on public policy and whether an issue requires legislative 

intervention. 

 

E. Participatory Democracy 

Participatory democracy is the exercise of rights under a liberal democracy. It describes all public activities that aim ‘to influence 

change or direct the way in which society functions’, above their ability to vote for a representative. Such activities may include 

‘protest, assembly, referendum, court action, lobbying, strikes and direct action throughout and even independently of the  

electoral cycle.’ These activities require a range of civil rights, such as ‘the freedom of political speech, freedom of association and 

to form organizations, the right to strike, march and protest, and the maintenance of reasonably permissive laws in relation to  

public order generally.’ 
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However, the process of participatory democracy is reliant on the effective operation of a representative democracy; specifically, 

an individual’s right to vote for their preferred representative. Without this, a participatory democracy would be meaningless.  

Similarly, an effective participatory democracy also requires representatives that want to get elected, and once elected, want to 

stay in power. Therefore, the ability to influence policy change in a participatory democracy is premised on the policy actors’  

ability to change the voting behaviour of their supporters and sympathisers.  

 

TAKING AIM 

The Australian Constitution creates a federal system of government, ‘the philosophical justification for which includes a dispersion 

of governmental authority, a limitation of the scope for concentrated and coherent government intervention, and the protection of 

individual rights and freedoms.’ According to Galligan, this structure ‘promotes liberal or pluralist democracy and restrains  

majoritarian, reformist democracy’. 

 

This ‘dispersion of governmental authority’ occurs across three tiers of government. Under the Australian Constitution, the  

Commonwealth government is restricted to making laws in respect of those areas specified in section 51, which are referred to as 

‘heads of power’. Despite not having an animal welfare head of power, the Commonwealth government has legislated in respect of 

live animal export, the commercial killing of kangaroos, the slaughter of animals at export registered slaughterhouses, introduced 

and wild animal management, and the conduct of animal research on Australian government lands. This has been achieved as a  

corollary to the trade, quarantine, fisheries and external affairs heads of power.  

 

The responsibility for all other aspects of animal welfare falls to the states and territories. Some aspects of legislative responsibility 

have been delegated to local governments, specifically in respect of companion animal management. Local governments are not 

established in the Australian Constitution and, therefore, do not have their own legislative powers. The power of local  

governments to legislate for their communities is granted through state or territory Acts of Parliament. For example, in South 

Australia, local governments are empowered to regulate the management of cats and dogs in their communities through the  

operation of the Dog and Cat Management Act 1995 (SA). 

 

In a representative democracy it is necessary to identify the correct tier of government with the jurisdiction for an issue or policy 

area. This is particularly important when identifying between issues of federal or state and territory matters. In a participatory 

democratic system, any activities undertaken by policy actors to influence a federal Member of Parliament when the state or  

territory has legislative responsibility are a wasted effort. Understanding the division of legislative responsibilities between the  

local or state and territory levels is also important for the policy actor, albeit for different reasons. The fact that a local council’s 

regulatory powers are derived from state or territory legislation means that a new Act of Parliament could override these powers. 

In other words, at a local government level, a policy actor could initially direct their activities at a council but if this is ineffective, 

could then seek broader reform through the state or territory government. 

 

TO LEGISLATE OR EDUCATE? 

 Up until this point, the discussion has concerned the theory informing policy actors’ ability to influence public policy without  

articulating the goal of this influence. This choice has been a deliberate one as the discussion so far is applicable to all goals in a 

participatory democracy.  

 

It is now necessary to narrow the focus of the discussion. It is, however, beyond the scope of this paper to provide a detailed  

analysis of the philosophical debate of whether the policy goal in animal protection should be to legislate or educate. For our  

purposes, it will suffice to discuss the regulatory and educational roles of legislation.  

 

In public policy, legislation is referred to as an authority-based solution. Other policy instruments, such as monetary/market-based, 

organisation-based and information-based strategies will not be discussed. However, it must be acknowledged that not all animal 

welfare issues are best addressed through legislation. Issues with inadequate enforcement of current legislation may be better  

addressed through lobbying, or challenging a decision of a public official can be achieved through Court action. 

 

Legislation may be the preferred solution for animal protection issues where social, cultural and religious influences are deeply 

entrenched around the use of the animal(s). Writing in respect of rodeos in America, Larson confronts the reality that many in the 

animal protection movement face; that an activity ‘is so ingrained in our culture that it is difficult to eradicate.’ In these  

circumstances, Larson concludes that legislation offers the greatest prospect for meaningful change, assuming it can pass the  

political process. 
 

For some policy activists, legislation may be part of the problem, rather than the solution. Legislation may institutionalise particular 

acts of cruelty or more broadly, act as a barrier to effective change. A legislative approach is criticised by some in the animal  

protection movement for its ‘retrograde aspects in that it creates a need for enforcement which usually means a commitment of 

increased resources and that legislation fails to tackle the underlying causes of the mistreatment of animals’.  

 

On the other hand, legislation is considered the ‘most concrete approach ensuring structure and resources’ to address the target 

issue. An Act amending existing legislation or creating new protections creates an enforceable and enduring statement about  

society’s treatment of animals. In this way, legislation delivers a normative message to those directly and indirectly affected through 

its enactment. In this way legislation offers a dual role: to ban or better regulate a particular practice according to a standard or 

rule, and to educate the public in the process. Both roles are necessary to achieve the long-term preventative strategy of  

improving the welfare of animals generally. As aptly stated by Henry Salt, English writer and early proponent of animal rights:  
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Legislation, where the protection of harmless animals is concerned, is the fit supplement and sequel to education, and the objections urged 

against it are for the most part unreasonable. It must inevitably fail in its purpose, say some; for how can the mere passing of a penal statute 

prevent the innumerable unwitnessed acts of cruelty and oppression which make up the great total of animal suffering? But the purpose of 

legislation is not merely thus preventative. Legislation is the record, the register, of the moral sense of the community; it follows, not precedes, 

the development of that moral sense. 

 

HOW POLICY ACTORS CAN AFFECT PUBLIC POLICY 

Based on the theories of a representative and participatory democracy, the most effective strategies to achieve legislative change 

are those that build a large number of public supporters. According to experienced social and environmental activist and scholar, 

Aidan Ricketts, ‘It is often a mistake for activists to assume the changes can be made from the top down; it is the building of public 

support which gives your campaign its real force and power in the long term.’ Therefore, the principal aim of a policy actor’s  

activities must be raise public awareness and generate momentum so they are able to mobilise public support for your cause. 

 

In a representative democracy, a large number of voters supporting your push to introduce legislation to address a particular issue 

requires representatives desirous for (re)election to respond to this sentiment. It is, therefore, imperative that policy actors  

pursuing a goal of legislative change garner widespread community support. This is best achieved through a coordinated approach, 

typically through the formation of an interest group. 

 

A.  Interest Groups 

The role of interest groups in a participatory democracy and, therefore, their role on policy development, is two fold. First,  

interest groups can provide expert-knowledge to policy-makers. Policy-makers are also aware that ‘Policy development and  

implementation will more likely be successful if the opinions of interested parties are sought and integrated into final policy.’ By 

leveraging the knowledge and expertise within interest groups, policy-makers are able to access technical and professional  

expertise or information that is not otherwise easily available. This is generally achieved through periods of consultation during the 

implementation and evaluation phases. In this way interest groups are able to assist policy-makers in defining and quantifying the 

problem and proposing appropriate solutions. This has lead one author to claim that consultation periods represent the greatest 

opportunity to participate in policy development. 

 

Second, interest groups can help or hinder the passage of a Bill through parliament. Interest groups can apply pressure to policy-

makers by highlighting the flaws or potential consequences of a proposed policy. In doing so, interest groups are seen as a 

‘barometer’ for community concern regarding a particular issue. Alternatively, interest groups can help rally public support for a 

Bill by utilising their information networks. This can have a significant effect on the prospects of a Bill passing through Parliament. 

According to an aggregate study of policy historians’ analyses of the United States policies from 1945–2004, the most common 

forms of influence by interest groups were general support (22 per cent) and lobbying activities (16 per cent). In fact, Grossman 

concludes that ‘General support for policy changes [including legislative change] by interest groups recognized as stakeholders may 

be the most important route to influence.’ 

 

The two roles played by interest groups in a participatory democracy create a symbiotic relationship between policy actors and 

policy-makers. The nature of this relationship gives either party the right to terminate their participation in the policy-process. 

While interest groups may fear being discarded by policy-makers for more amenable groups, interest groups (especially those with 

a broad support base) would do well to remember that they too can revoke their support should the proposed policy take an 

undesirable direction. The policy process is a political exercise. As such, policy-makers are willing to forgo some of their power in 

order to improve the chances of success. In return, the final policy decision is provided greater legitimacy due to the participation 

of interest groups. As a political exercise, considerations regarding resources and timing (e.g. budget cycle) are instrumental in 

achieving the policy goal of legislative change for the interest group. 

 

Whilst the Australian political system draws heavily on the principles of liberalism, not all interest groups enjoy the same level of 

access to policy-makers. Access may be influenced by factors such as ‘resources, professional capacity and political affiliation’. 

However, access to resources and professional capacity will not guarantee access to policy-makers. According to Marsh  

membership numbers or intensity of concern would seem to be as significant as financial resources in political action.  The groups 

and movements have repeatedly defeated well-financed producer interests. Member numbers are only  o n e  i n d i c a t o r  o f  

organisation strength. Intensity of concern can balance numbers: for example, the gay rights,  

neoliberal or animal rights movements have made an impact on the political agenda, drawing on intensity or member concern and 

skill in projection rather than on numerical mobilisation. 
 

Supporting Marsh’s contention that interest groups are able to compete effectively against better resourced business groups in 

influencing public policy, Grossman finds that interest groups were ‘associated with 33.8 per cent of all significant policy  

enactments’.  This is compared to 19.8 per cent of enactments being credited to business interests. These findings are also  

consistent with another study published in 1999, which found that ‘citizen groups had a stronger influence on the government 

agenda than business interests.’ This may be explained by the public interest dimension to their activities, which lends greater  

credibility and legitimacy to the activities of a policy actor. 

 

B. The role of media in a democracy 

The media is where the general public learn about issues affecting society. The public, through the media, are also exposed to, and 

able to engage in, the debate regarding the merits of a proposed policy solution. This applies to traditional forms of media, but also 

social media, such as Facebook and Twitter.  

 



5 

The role of the media in a representative democracy is to provide the general public with the information they require for public 

decision-making. In this way the media has an integral role in politics through its ability to shape the public’s decision to support or 

oppose a proposed policy or political party, or whether the issue is even considered worthy of government intervention. In  

respect of the election of a representative government, Ward states ‘If voters are to make wise, informed choices at the ballot 

box, the news media must provide them with access to information about parties and their policies and a diverse range of views.’ 

 

The media’s role in educating and helping to form public opinion highlights the importance of policy actors having an effective  

media strategy. In particular, media can assist policy actors in growing public support around a particular issue, which can assist 

with putting the issue on the policy agenda. The media is also effective in scrutinising policies and raising doubts about their  

effectiveness. For this reason the media is sometimes referred to as the ‘public watchdog’ or the ‘fourth estate of government’.  

 

Implicit in the above discussion is the acknowledgment that the media wields power in a representative democracy. This power is 

derived from its ability to communicate a persuasive message to a large number of people. It is, however, problematic to argue 

that the media is able to change people’s opinions and beliefs. The most obvious example of the inability of media to change public 

opinion is commercial advertising. Another example is the Australian 1999 republic referendum, in which 18 of the 20 daily  

newspapers supported Australia becoming a republic, yet the vast majority of Australians voted against it. According to Perloff, this 

demonstrates the news media’s inability to ‘change people's basic political attitudes’. It is, therefore, better to characterise the 

power of the media as one of influencing some types of beliefs and attitudes, such as people’s priorities or ‘what they perceive to 

be salient problems for the country or community’. 

 

This should be of interest to policy actors, as it appears that the media have an important role in influencing the public’s  

identification of an issue and whether the issue requires government intervention. In other words, the media plays an important 

part in setting the policy agenda. According to agenda-setting theory, ‘The media may not be able to tell people what to think but 

… they are remarkably successful in telling audiences what issues to think about.’ 

 

However, it is necessary to keep in mind that the various media outlets are businesses needing to make a profit. Their raison  

d'être is not to inform the electorate about issues and policies, but rather to sell advertising. This ought to be a consideration for 

policy actors when planning media communications, as it may affect the likelihood of uptake. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This paper has provided the policy activist with the theory necessary to inform their strategic goal of influencing public policy. This 

paper began by discussing the key ideologies of liberalism and democracy that have shaped the Australian political system. The 

meshing of these ideologies into a liberal democratic form of government, and its relationship with representative and participatory 

democracy were also discussed.  

 

The principles of representative democracy require policy activists to correctly identify and target the correct tier of government. 

In the context of animal welfare policy, primary jurisdiction rests with the states and territories, with some regulatory powers 

over companion animals being delegated to local government. The dual roles of legislation in regulating and educating served to 

justify the pursuit of legislative change as the goal of public policy; which was the goal articulated in the latter half of this paper (and 

throughout the oral presentation).  

 

The final substantive sections of this paper discussed how policy actors can influence public policy in a liberal democratic and  

representative government. Several authors considered the formation of interest groups as an effective way of influencing policy 

decisions. Interest groups are able to influence the policy agenda and the content of public policy through the provision of expert 

knowledge, as well as their ability to mobilise their membership base in support or opposition of a proposal. Importantly, the  

ability for interest groups to influence public policy was considered not to be dependent on resources; membership numbers and 

intensity of concern were greater determinants in influencing public policy. Another significant factor in influencing public policy 

was the support of media. Although the media is generally unable to change the public’s opinions and beliefs, the media can play a 

valuable role in getting a particular issue onto the policy agenda and educating the public. 

 

Through an improved understanding of the key ideologies of Australian political life, policy actors will be better equipped to  

influence public policy. Rather than expending finite resources on strategies and tactics that are inappropriate or ill-suited to 

achieving the goal of legislative change, implementing the principles discussed in this paper will support policy actors to focus on 

their principal source of power - their public support base. 
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