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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic is viewed by many as the biggest global crisis since WWII 
and had profound effects on the daily lives of people and decision-making world-
wide. Using the pandemic as a system-wide agenda shock, we employ a difference-
in-differences design to estimate its causal effects on inequalities in political access, 
and social media prominence among business interests and NGOs. Our argument 
is twofold. First, the urgency and uncertainty of crises incentivized decision-mak-
ers to privilege providing access to business groups over securing inclusivity in the 
types of interests consulted. Second, NGOs compensated by increasing prominence 
in public communications. Our analysis of data from over 10,000 interest groups 
from over 100 countries registered in the European Union supports these hypoth-
eses. Business interests successfully capitalized on the crisis in insider access, while 
NGOs increased prominence on social media. The results have wider implications 
for understanding how large-scale crises affect inequalities in representation.
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The COVID-19 Pandemic has been viewed as the biggest crisis since World War 
II and has threatened the earnings of a wide range of industries and profoundly 
affected the daily lives of citizens. This has led a broad range of interest groups to 
mobilize, and governments to actively reach out for their expertise. Although the 
crisis reduced the options for face-to-face lobbying, substantial amounts of lobbying 
has occurred during the pandemic. In the US, for instance, substantial lobbying was 
directed toward the $2.2 trillion Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security 
(CARES) Act—the largest aid package in US history.1 In Europe, lobbying efforts 
were, for example, heavily directed toward the €750 billion extraordinary European 
Union (EU) Recovery Effort.2

Lobbying during COVID-19 is widely criticized for its lack of transparency and 
potential to reinforce existing inequalities in interest representation. In line with 
Churchill’s famous words to “never let a good crisis go to waste,” business interests 
have been accused of exploiting the crisis to their own benefit.3 Business stakehold-
ers have, for instance, lobbied for less stringent environmental regulations to combat 
the financial challenges of the crisis.4 They have been criticized for reinventing old 
demands or formulating new ones relying on the crisis to justify their claims (Win-
field, 2020).

The threats and uncertainty engendered by a crisis—and the resulting urgency 
of policy responses (Boin et al., 2006)—have the potential to greatly affect repre-
sentation by changing how much decision-makers prioritize obtaining advice from 
different types of interest groups. Such changes are important due to their potential 
to contribute to inequality in political representation with decision-makers favoring 
some segments of citizens and types of organized interests over others (Gilens & 
Page, 2014). Yet, despite speculation about the winners and losers of COVID-19, we 
lack systematic research into the effects of the pandemic—and crises in general—on 
inequalities in interest representation.

Our aim is therefore to clarify the theoretical and empirical connections between 
crisis and inequality in interest representation by using the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic as a pan-societal shock to the political agenda. The pandemic provides a 
unique opportunity to examine these connections due to its wide-ranging impacts 
across broad sets of different types of interests. We document the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on differences between NGOs and business interests in both 
(1) political access, and (2) public communications during the first crucial months 
of the pandemic. To do so, we use novel panel data of meetings with the European 
Commission and the social media (Twitter) activity of 11,967 interest groups from 
116 countries included in the EU Transparency Register. Our theoretical expectation 
is that the COVID-19 crisis had differential effects on the relative prominence of 
business interests versus NGOs in access to policy-makers and social media usage. 
We argue that the threat, uncertainty, and urgency of the crisis increased the need 

1 https:// www. nytim es. com/ 2020/ 03/ 28/ us/ polit ics/ coron avirus- money- lobby ists. html.
2 https:// www. consi lium. europa. eu/ en/ polic ies/ eu- recov ery- plan/.
3 See e.g. https:// corpo ratee urope. org/ en/ 2020/ 05/ corona- lobby- watch.
4 See e.g. https:// carbo nmark etwat ch. org/ wp- conte nt/ uploa ds/ 2020/ 05/ Never- wasti ng-a- crisis- 1. pdf.

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/28/us/politics/coronavirus-money-lobbyists.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-recovery-plan/
https://corporateeurope.org/en/2020/05/corona-lobby-watch
https://carbonmarketwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Never-wasting-a-crisis-1.pdf


1 3

Political Behavior 

for policy-makers to obtain expert information from and grant access to business 
groups to produce fast and effective outputs protecting health, public safety, and 
firm survival. By contrast, we expect that the crisis lowered the priority decision-
makers attached to securing input from broader societal interests, which contrib-
uted to increasing pressure on NGOs to expand their prominence in public com-
munication (e.g. social media) to reach and mobilize their broader and more diffuse 
constituencies.

Our empirical analysis focuses on the input side of policy-making and finds broad 
support for these expectations. The COVID-19 crisis substantially increased politi-
cal access to EU policy-makers among business interests relative to NGOs, whereas 
NGOs increased their relative prominence on social media. Furthermore, we use 
text data concerning the content of each meeting and social media post to provide 
further evidence that the results are driven by the pandemic. Finally, we show that 
the results are not simply due to differences in interest groups’ existing access to 
economic resources.

Our findings show that crises and abrupt agenda changes can cause substantial 
changes in the prominence of different types of interest groups, but that the effects 
can vary between different channels of activity. They serve as an important step-
ping stone for further analysis of the implications of crisis for interest representa-
tion, with broad consequences for political governance and democratic legitimacy.

Theoretical Framework

Crisis and Inequalities in Interest Representation

According to Boin et al. (2006), a crisis is defined by the presence of three charac-
teristics. First, it involves a threat to the core values of a society, such as safety and 
security or welfare and health. Second, it induces a sense of urgency: the need to 
act fast. Third, it is characterized by uncertainty both in the nature of the crisis and 
actions to tackle it. The COVID-19 pandemic captures all three elements: it repre-
sents a pan-societal threat to a number of values, with strong pressure on policy-
makers to act in an environment with considerable uncertainty about how best to 
tackle the crisis. From the literature, we know that crises can lead to dramatic and 
radical shifts of political agendas. We know less, however, about how they affect 
interest representation in general (Birkland, 1998; Furnas et al., 2021) and inequal-
ities in interest group access in particular. An important recent exception is Junk 
et al. (2021), which investigates the drivers behind how groups perceive changes in 
their political access as a result of the pandemic. They find that, even when control-
ling for affectedness, business interests were more likely than societal interests to 
rate their access as having increased (see also Crepaz et al., 2022). Our study com-
plements these findings by theorizing and investigating how the pandemic might 
have differentially impacted patterns of interest representation in the political and 
public arena using behavioral data on (a) political access to meetings with policy-
makers and (b) public communication on social media activity before and during the 
pandemic.
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By “access” we refer to a two-way interaction, in which organized interests use 
insider strategies to approach policy-makers who grant them the opportunity to be 
heard (Bouwen, 2004; Eising, 2007; Junk, 2019, Rasmussen & Gross, 2015). It is 
frequently viewed as an important step to gaining actual political influence. Accord-
ing to a Washington saying, “If you’re not at the table, you’re on the menu” (Schloz-
man et  al., 2012,  p. 309). By “public communication”, we refer to social media 
activity used by groups. It can serve a broad range of purposes, including (but 
not restricted to) outsider lobbying (Kollman, 1998; der Graaf et al., 2016), where 
organized interests aim to generate attention and support by appealing to broader 
constituencies and the wider public (including citizens and other interest groups).

For each arena, we focus on potential shifts in the prominence of business inter-
ests versus NGOs before and during the pandemic. This allows us to contrast how 
activities of groups representing specific economic interests with those represent-
ing (broader) societal ones (Flöthe & Rasmussen, 2019;  Gilens & Page, 2014; 
Schattschneider, 1960) are affected by the pandemic. By “business interests” we 
refer to both firms and business associations. By “NGOs”, we refer to organiza-
tions that represent societal and identity interests as opposed to economic interests. 
Some NGOs are involved in providing diffuse public goods (e.g., environmental and 
consumer groups), whereas others promote the views of specific identity subgroups 
(e.g., LGBT support groups, women’s associations, or particular hobbies).5

Regardless of whether one looks at insider access to policy-makers or the pub-
lic communications of groups on social media, one challenge in assessing potential 
inequalities between different group types in these tools is that there is typically no 
established benchmark for judging what the alternative to a given pattern of interest 
representation looks like (e.g. Lowery et al., 2015, Schlozman et al., 2012). While 
scholars often rely on raw counts of different types of substantive interests, they rec-
ognize that balanced systems may not simply be those with equal levels of activity 
from different group types, because some groups may constitute a larger share of 
certain interest group populations to begin with (e.g. Gray & Lowery, 2000, Ras-
mussen & Carroll, 2014, Schattschneider, 1960, Schlozman et al., 2012).

Rather than departing from a specific benchline, we examine the prominence of 
NGOs versus business interests in both access to policy-makers and social media 
activity by investigating the relative changes in access for these two groups over 
time. This acknowledges that crises have the potential to either magnify or minimize 
their prominence relative to the pre-crisis status quo.

Crisis as a Disturbance to Societal Interests

In the terminology of pluralist interest group theory, crisis can be viewed as a dis-
turbance in society (e.g. Bentley, 1908, Truman, 1951). In the words of Truman 

5 These two actor categories constitute the vast share of actors (77%) in our dataset (detailed below). 
At the same time we also conduct a series of robustness checks where we include other group types, 
i.e. trade unions and organizations representing subnational authorities in our comparisons (see Online 
Appendix M).
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(1951, p. 511), a “disturbance in established relationships anywhere in society may 
produce new patterns of interaction aiming at restricting or eliminating the distur-
bance.” According to this logic, the shifts in the agenda caused by a crisis can be 
seen as having the potential to affect patterns of interest representation: interests 
with large stakes might intensify lobbying efforts whereas other types of stakehold-
ers whose interests are less disturbed might scale their efforts down. In the case of 
the COVID-19 crisis, these disturbances were wide-ranging and cut across social, 
political, economic, demographic, and cultural divides. This provides us with a 
unique opportunity to clarify the empirical connection between crisis and inequality 
in interest representation.

At the same time, disturbance theory alone is not sufficient for understanding the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on patterns of interest representation. While 
some specific economic sectors might be more affected by the pandemic than oth-
ers, the pan-societal nature of COVID-19 makes it difficult to establish a priori that 
either business interests or NGOs as a whole should be more disturbed and incen-
tivized to mobilize. According to a recent study by Furnas et al. (2021), “in effect, 
the pandemic acts as a shock disrupting virtually every sector, thus putting each in 
plausible need of legislative ’champions”’ (Furnas et  al., 2021,  p. 24). Moreover, 
while disturbances might act as a demand mechanism that stimulates interest groups 
to mobilize, the relative prominence of different types of groups also depends on 
whether policy-makers supply them with access. In the following section, we there-
fore theorize how crisis can be expected to affect how decision-makers prioritize the 
allocation of access to different types of groups.

How Crisis Affects Inequalities in Access to Policy‑Makers

Our argument is that the characteristics of crisis affect how policy-makers weigh the 
importance of different types of resources, which may ultimately affect the ability 
of different types of interests to gain access to policy-makers. To develop this argu-
ment, we conceptualize lobbying as an exchange relationship in which policy-mak-
ers grant interest groups access in exchange for various kinds of goods that groups 
supply, e.g. technical expertise, financial contributions, and public standing (Bro-
scheid & Coen, 2007; Rasmussen et  al., 2021, Witko, 2006). By supplying these 
goods, interest groups in principle help policy-makers increase both input and out-
put legitimacy (e.g. Scharpf, 2009). Input legitimacy concerns ensuring public sup-
port for, and participation in, policy-making. It can, for example, be strengthened by 
interest groups transmitting political information about citizens and stakeholders to 
policy-makers (De Bruycker & Rasmussen, 2021). Output legitimacy, on the other 
hand, concerns ensuring that policy-makers adopt high quality outputs to solve the 
challenges at hand. Interest groups can strengthen this by supplying technical exper-
tise to policy-makers who do not necessarily have the resources to specialize in all 
areas (Bouwen, 2004).

The characteristics of crisis—urgency, threat, and uncertainty—can be expected 
to lead policy-makers to prioritize boosting output legitimacy over input legitimacy. 
This lower prioritization of input legitimacy in the early phase of the pandemic is 
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something that has been observed in the broader literature on the democratic lessons 
of the COVID-19 response. In Bekker et al.’s (2020) survey of 48 countries, almost 
three-quarters of the countries examined centralized and concentrated decision-mak-
ing  during the early phase of the pandemic. According to them, “minority needs 
and impact are easily overlooked as democratic policy deliberation (a policy’s ‘input 
legitimacy’) is temporarily postponed or even shut down altogether” (Bekker et al., 
2020, p. 854).

Hence, faced with strong time pressures and obligations to provide solutions to 
protect health, public safety, or prop up financially struggling businesses, policy-
makers are predicted to place higher emphasis on interacting with interest groups 
that can provide technical input to work out fast solutions to a crisis. Similarly, the 
high uncertainty involved in many of the policy choices that policy-makers need to 
make is likely to increase the value of obtaining expertise during crisis compared to 
periods of ordinary policy-making. Furthermore, decision-makers may be willing to 
de-prioritize consulting and obtaining input from a broad range of societal interests 
during the exceptional circumstances of a crisis where social acceptance of policies 
matters less. The uncertainty and threats introduced by the crisis can thus justify and 
provide the political flexibility to shift priorities and provide access to a less soci-
etally representative set of stakeholders.

Such a prioritization of output over input legitimacy can be expected to benefit 
business interests, typically valued for their technical expertise compared to other 
interest groups (e.g. Coen, 2007, Dür & Mateo, 2013, but see De Bruycker, 2016). 
Business interests represent concentrated constituencies making it easier for them 
to acquire staff and resources to invest in and build up technical and informational 
capacity. Business interests are also more likely than other types of interest groups 
to hire revolvers with expertise and polfitical connections (Baumgartner et al., 2009; 
Strickland, 2020). Because of their relatively high knowledge of the scientific and 
political details of their policy sectors, business interests are therefore typically seen 
as attractive partners for policy-makers. Not surprisingly, they have therefore been 
shown to enjoy a comparative advantage over NGOs when it comes to using insider 
strategies and obtaining access (e.g. Coen, 2007, Dür & Mateo, 2013).

By contrast, NGOs are often viewed as structurally disadvantaged in obtaining 
political access. As an example, Mahoney (2004,  p. 505) explains: “some types 
of groups are generally better endowed financially (i.e. the business groups) than 
others. Therefore, trade, professional and cross-sectoral business groups should be 
expected to have more income at their disposal than citizen or culture groups and 
thus be likely to have a higher probability of being included in the committee sys-
tem.” Instead, NGOs are often perceived as being particularly important for receiv-
ing political information about the positions of citizens in order to boost the input 
legitimacy of policy-making (e.g. Mahoney & Beckstrand, 2011), which can be 
expected to matter less during crisis.

In sum, we expect that the high focus on increasing output legitimacy to respond 
quickly to the uncertainty of the pandemic benefited business groups relative to 
NGOs with respect to obtaining access to policy-makers.
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Hypothesis 1 The COVID-19 pandemic increased political access for business 
interests relative to NGOs.

How Crisis Affects Inequalities in Social Media Activity

NGOs can be expected to respond to crisis by increasing their prominence in other 
channels of activity through, for instance, public communications on social media. 
Not all activity on social media is directed at lobbying, but it is one option for 
groups to pursue outsider lobbying, i.e. attempts by groups to mobilize stakeholders 
and the wider public to indirectly influence policy (e.g. Kollman, 1998). This might 
happen as a reaction to the potential challenges of obtaining insider access. While 
many interest groups may simultaneously pursue insider and outsider strategies (e.g. 
Binderkrantz, 2005; Dür & Mateo, 2013) (especially resourceful ones), the choice 
of how interest groups divide their efforts between insider and outsider channels is 
likely to be interdependent. Groups that face challenges obtaining access in certain 
channels can thus be expected to place greater emphasis on expanding efforts in 
other channels.

As an example, Holyoke (2003) shows that in cases where interest groups cannot 
match the access of their opponents, they frequently conserve their resources for use 
in other lobbying channels. Also, Baumgartner and Jones (1993) discuss how the 
choices of lobbying between different channels are linked. They argue that lobbyists 
consciously target their efforts in ways that redirect issues from venues where they 
enjoy less support to those where they enjoy more.

Intensified use of public communications on social media also does not need to 
be seen as a reaction to changes in access only. Despite the complementarity of these 
different types of activities, NGOs represent societal interests and are frequently 
seen as placing relatively more emphasis on outside lobbying than direct commu-
nications with policy-makers compared to, for example, business groups (e.g. Gais 
& Walker Jr, 1991). These more public strategies can be less costly for NGOs, and 
potentially more effective for them on issues that concern the broader public and 
have public appeal.

Irrespective of whether social media is used as a means of outsider lobbying, it 
enables NGOs to reach a larger audience relatively cheaply, to gain the attention 
of policy-makers, but also to distribute information, to build up communities, and 
to interact with supporters and members (e.g. Chalmers & Shotton, 2016; Love-
joy & Saxton, 2012, Van der Graaf et  al., 2016). Such public campaigns are, for 
example, also important for NGOs to signal their commitment and to engage with 
their supporters. According to Kanol and Nat (2017), there is a difference in social 
media behavior between cause interest groups working to achieve public goals and 
sectional groups working for the economic benefit of their members. The former, 
they argue, are more likely to use social media to mobilize the public to act and 
engage in two-way communication with the public. In their case, NGOs belong to 
the first category; business interests, to the second. A key reason why social media 
may be particularly valuable for NGOs to communicate and engage with members 
and supporters is that these constituencies are typically of a more diffuse and fluent 
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character than is the case for business interests. The threats and uncertainties of the 
crisis—and the resulting need to minimize physical interaction (e.g. public confer-
ences and meetings)—are likely to have increased their incentive to use social media 
to reach these types of stakeholders. Moreover, the wide and encompassing scope 
and high saliency of the crisis may provide relatively strong incentives for NGOs to 
mobilize their societal constituencies and the wider public via social media. Hence, 
a pan-societal crisis affecting the vast majority of societal interests may make public 
communications on social media even more valuable for NGOs than on a standard 
policy issue affecting more narrow segments of the public.

In this way, NGOs may not only intensify public communications to compensate 
for difficulties in obtaining insider access to policy-makers. They may also put more 
emphasis on social media activity in response to a crisis because such activity is 
deemed particularly valuable to reach their goals and their diffuse group of support-
ers. Therefore, whereas we expect that business interests increased political access 
relative to NGOs, we expect the opposite with respect to public communications on 
social media.

Hypothesis 2 The COVID-19 pandemic increased engagement on social media 
among NGOs relative to business interests.

Data and Research Design

We test our hypotheses using data from the population of interest groups in the 
European Union’s official Transparency Register.6 Although not a state, the EU 
adopts decisions that have substantial effects on the daily lives of its 450 million 
citizens (Hix & Hoyland, 2011). Moreover, while it does not have exclusive compe-
tence in policy areas affected by the pandemic, its policy agenda during COVID-19 
was dominated by many of the same issues as national political systems, i.e. public 
health and the socio-economic impact of the crisis.7 The roughly 12,000 registered 
interest groups include actors headquartered not only in EU member states, but also 
in roughly 90 non-EU countries that have lobbying interests in the EU. The register 
defines an “interest representative” as “any (natural or legal) person, formal or infor-
mal group, association or network that engages in activities [..] with the objective of 
influencing the formulation or implementation of policy or legislation, or the deci-
sion-making processes of EU institutions, bodies, offices and agencies” (the Register 
does not apply to individual citizens acting in a strictly personal capacity and not 
in association with others).8 In line with the Register, we use a behavioral defini-
tion of interest groups referring to “advocates” engaged in observable, policy-related 
activities as opposed to restricting the term to those with specific organizational 

6 List collected in October, 2020.
7 https:// ec. europa. eu/ info/ live- work- travel- eu/ coron avirus- respo nse_ en.
8 https://ec.europa.eu/transparencyregister/public/staticPage/displayStaticPage.do?locale=en 
&reference=GUIDELINES.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/live-work-travel-eu/coronavirus-response_en
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characteristics (e.g. membership associations) (Baroni et al., 2014). Interest groups 
face strong incentives to register in order to participate in consultations and advisory 
bodies. The Register is updated and has a Secretariat undertaking quality checks of 
the data.

Data

Although the COVID-19 pandemic is not representative of all potential crises (Boin 
et  al., 2006), it provides a unique opportunity to clarify the empirical connection 
between crisis and inequalities in interest representation. Its widespread scope 
incentivized an exceptionally wide range of actors to mobilize.

To document the pandemic’s effects on differences in political access and com-
munication patterns among business interests and NGOs, we combine data from the 
Transparency Register with two datasets measuring political access and social media 
usage. First, we use data compiled by Transparency International of the population 
of physical and online meetings between interest groups and EU politicians and 
bureaucrats (Commissioners and high-level Commission civil servants) from Janu-
ary 1, 2019 to September 30, 2020.9 These data allow us to create a panel dataset 
in which each observation indicates the number of meetings a given interest group 
had with politicians or civil servants in a given month. The panel data thus contain 
the count of the meetings each group within the Transparency Register had with a 
policy-maker each month.10

In total, interest groups met with EU politicians and bureaucrats 3129 times prior 
to the pandemic, and 2009 times during the pandemic period under study. The panel 
data cover the period during which each actor was in the Transparency Register. Our 
analysis focuses on differences in political access between the two largest categories 
of interest groups in the register (77% of all groups): 

(1) “Companies and businesses,” which include companies, consultancies, trade and 
business associations, and law firms, and

(2) “NGOs and identity groups,” which include NGOs, platforms, networks, and 
organizations representing religious communities (for the coding of business 
interests and NGOs, see Online Appendix B).

To give a sense qualitatively of the business interests and NGOs in the data that 
witnessed an increase in meetings with policy-makers in the post-pandemic 
period, many are related to broad economic interests and the health care sector. 

9 Even if the dataset does not account for all possible lobbying activities with regard to EU policy, it is 
by far the largest available dataset of meetings between the EU and external interests and the European 
Commission played a key role during the pandemic, coordinating the EU’s COVID-19 response. Moreo-
ver, lists of meetings with lower levels of the European Commission, and staff from other EU institution 
and national administrations are not publicly available
10 If a group within the Transparency Register population had no meetings through the time period of 
interest, they are coded as having 0 meetings in each month. Interest group fixed effects account for this 
fact, as described in our model specification.
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For example, among business interests, the Confederation of European Business 
(BUSINESSEUROPE) and the European Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries 
and Associations (EFPIA) increased their number of meetings, on average, with 
policy-makers, and among NGOs, Médecins Sans Frontiéres International (MSF) 
and the Climate Action Network Europe (CAN Europe) did so. These meetings 
might concern, for example, “industrial strategy [during the pandemic]” (BUSINES-
SEUROPE); “shortages of medicines and medical devices” (EFPIA); the “autonomy 
of the elderly situation in care homes [during the pandemic]” (MSF); and the “pri-
orities for the Coronavirus recovery” (CAN Europe).11

Second, we examine the activity of interest groups on social media with Twit-
ter data of all posts since the beginning of 2019 by EU-registered lobbyists with a 
Twitter account. We first scraped website data from all interest groups before iden-
tifying and recording any Twitter account name listed on their official website. We 
then manually validated each account and conducted a manual search for Twitter 
accounts missed through web-scraping. Our Twitter account list contains the names 
of 7846 out of 11,967 registered lobbyists.

Finally, we collected all tweets sent between January 1, 2019 and September 30, 
2020. We first collected the most recent 3200 tweets per actor (as limited by Twit-
ter), and then used Twitter’s Premium Search API to fill in the remaining tweets 
for accounts sending more than 3200 posts in the period. This social media dataset 
contains 3.6 million tweets from the 14 months prior to the pandemic, and 2 million 
tweets from the 9 months after the widespread lock-downs began in March, 2020. 
From these data, we create a panel dataset of the number of tweets sent by each 
interest group within a given month. In total, the interest groups in the Twitter data 
span a wide range of businesses and NGOs from 95 of the 116 countries represented 
in the Transparency Register.

To give examples of the tweets from the business interests and NGOs used as 
examples above, the subjects related to COVID are similar. For instance, the Con-
federation of European Business provides information to users about the need for 
policy-makers to “focus on job creation and growth-enhancing policies” during the 
COVID recovery; the European Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries and Asso-
ciations notes its “commitment to work with governments” to find solutions to the 
pandemic; Médecins Sans Frontiéres International highlights the need to continue 
“regular health activities safely to ensure those needs are not overlooked”; and Cli-
mate Action Network Europe advocates “addressing the [covid-related] economic 
slowdown by fostering the #EUGreenDeal”.

Research Design

We estimate the differential effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on NGO and busi-
ness group access and social media communication using a difference-in-differences 
strategy. Our baseline difference-in-differences model is specified as follows:

11 In Online Appendix Q, we provide a list of the interest groups that saw the largest increases in the 
average number of meetings with policy-makers.
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where yit denotes the outcome variable (the number of meetings or number of 
tweets) for interest group i in month t, and �i and �t denote interest group and month 
fixed effects. Interest group fixed effects allow us to examine within-group varia-
tion, and thus account for unobserved differences among groups that do not vary 
with time. Month fixed effects account for time-varying shocks that affect all groups 
at once. The variable Pandemicit denotes a binary variable coded 0 for any month 
before the onset of pandemic lock-downs across the EU (prior to March, 2020), and 
1 for any month thereafter.12 The variable NGOit denotes a binary variable coded 
1 for NGOs and 0 for business interests.13 Our parameter of interest is � and cap-
tures the pandemic’s differential effect on NGOs relative to business interests. In 
all models, we cluster standard errors at the interest group level. We note that the 
model cannot estimate the effect of the pandemic on interest group behavior overall 
because all units are “treated” after the pandemic’s onset. Instead, the model esti-
mates the difference in interest group behavior between NGOs and business interests 
as a result of the pandemic.

The model identifies the causal effect of the pandemic under the assumption that 
trends in the difference between business interests and NGOs for each outcome prior 
to the pandemic are parallel and would have tracked similarly were it not for the 
pandemic (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). This counterfactual is fundamentally unknow-
able. However, we can test for pre-pandemic parallel trends by fitting a model with 
lags that calculates per-month differences between business interests and NGOs. 
If the differences in political access and social media posting frequency between 
NGOs and business interests are effectively equivalent across time, then we have 
reasonably strong evidence that trends between both sets of interest groups are simi-
lar in the pre-pandemic period. We examine this in Online Appendix D. The results 
suggests that pre-pandemic trends in the frequency of social media posting by NGOs 
and business interests are parallel, but that NGOs have increasingly made up the dif-
ference in access to policy-makers over time. To adjust for this, we use a difference-
in-differences model that includes interest-group time trends (Angrist & Pischke, 
2009):

where the additional parameter �i captures a separate time trend for each interest 
group i.14 With this model, differences between business interests and NGOs track 
similarly across time (see Online Appendix  D). As a robustness check, we also 
fit models in the Results section to the log number of meetings and social media 
posts, and with count models, which do not substantively change the results (see 

(1)yit = �i + �t + �Pandemicit × NGOit + �it,

(2)yit = �i + �t + �it + �Pandemicit × NGOit + �it,

12 Strict regulations concerning the crisis began in March, 2020 (see Online Appendix C).
13 Separate component terms for the variable in the interaction Pandemic

it
× NGO

it
 are excluded because 

they are perfectly correlated with the unit and time fixed effects.
14 Results are effectively equivalent with group-type level trends (business/NGO) rather than unit-level 
trends.
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Appendices  I and  O). In Online Appendix  J, we also fit models with a placebo 
intervention for exactly a year earlier to the pandemic to rule out that the pandemic 
occurred at a uniquely beneficial time of year for either business interests or NGOs. 
As expected, these models present null results.

In addition to our difference-in-differences setup, we also examine the dynamics 
of the effect of the pandemic by fitting an event study model:

where yit denotes the outcome variable for group i in month t; �i and �t are inter-
est group and month fixed effects; and �i are interest group-level time trends. Event 
study models are difference-in-differences models such that rather than a single 
parameter to measure an effect (as in Eq. 1), the parameters �t capture differences in 
the outcome variable per month after onset of the pandemic ( t ∈ {1, 2,… , 7} ) rela-
tive to the time period immediately prior ( t ∈ {−13,−12,… , 0} ). This allows us to 
investigate the dynamics and duration of each effect.

Results

We begin by presenting descriptive summaries of the number of meetings that 
NGOs and business interests had with policy-makers and their number of tweets 
from 3 months prior to the pandemic, and 3 months afterward. The data in the first 
panel of Fig.  1 show that business interests saw a 5% increase in the number of 
meetings with policy-makers when comparing the 3 months immediately prior to 
the pandemic to the 3 months afterward. NGOs, by contrast, saw a 26% decrease—a 
large relative difference in changes between businesses ( +5%) and NGOs (− 26%). 
In the second panel, we see the reverse in these relative differences: NGOs substan-
tially increased the frequency of their social media posts (by 26%) compared to the 
relatively smaller increase (13%) among business interests. These descriptive results 
provide prima facie evidence for our hypotheses, which we now investigate more 
rigorously.

The Differential Effects on Meeting Access and Social Media Activity

In Fig. 2, we present a comparison of the average number of meetings with policy-
makers among NGOs and business interests over time. Prior to the pandemic, there 
was a decreasing gap in the average number of meetings with policy-makers among 
NGOs and business interests. Indeed, in the month immediately prior to the pan-
demic lock-downs, NGOs had more meetings with policy-makers on average than 
did business groups. One reason is that the number of meetings did not keep apace 
with the growing number of registered business interest groups over time: more 

(3)yit = �i + �t + �it +

7
∑

t=1

�t1t × NGOit + �it,
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business interests register with the EU per month on average than do NGOs (see 
Online Appendix A), driving down the average number of meetings.15
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Fig. 1  Number of meetings with policy-makers and number of Tweets sent (3 months before and after 
the pandemic)

15 Online Appendix D shows that inclusion of interest group time trends accounts for any absence of 
parallel trends resulting from this.
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We estimate the effect of the pandemic on relative access to meetings with pol-
icy-makers by fitting a difference-in-differences model as specified in Eq. 2, where 
the outcome is measured as the number of meetings for an interest group per month.

Consistent with expectations from the first hypothesis, Model (1) of Table 1 indi-
cates that the pandemic caused a decrease in NGOs’ access to meetings with EU 
policy-makers relative to business interests. On average, we estimate that the pan-
demic caused a 0.017 decrease in the number of meetings that NGOs had with pol-
icy-makers. On its face, the magnitude of this effect may appear small. It is not. As 
one can see in Fig. 2, the baseline number of meetings any interest group has with 
policy-makers in a given month is low due to the large number of interest groups.16 
After the onset of the pandemic, for example, NGOs had, on average, 0.028 meet-
ings with policy-makers per month, compared to 0.035 for business interests17 (a 
0.008 gap favoring business interests). In other words, business interests received 
roughly a third more meetings per group on average than did NGOs. Counterfactu-
ally, were the effect of the pandemic ( � = −0.017 ) instead zero, the gap in meetings 
per interest group would favor NGOs, with NGOs obtaining roughly 0.008 more 
meetings on average than business interests. The pandemic thus caused a substantial 
decrease in political representation for NGOs relative to business interests.18

We now investigate the effect of the pandemic on differences between NGOs and 
business interests in Twitter activity. To begin, we present the average frequency of 
tweets sent by NGOs and business interests per month from January 2019 to Sep-
tember 2020 in Fig. 3. Unlike the data cataloguing interest groups’ meetings with 
policy-makers, we observe no clear trends in the differences in the frequency of 

Table 1  Regression results of the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on meeting access and social media 
activity

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses

Outcome variable

Number of meetings Number of tweets

(1) (2)

Lock-down × NGO interest group − 0.017∗∗∗ 8.669∗∗

(0.005) (2.873)
Month fixed effect ✓ ✓

Interest group fixed effect ✓ ✓

Interest group time trends ✓ ✓

Observations 163,631 103,886
R2 0.295 0.670

18 In Online Appendix K, we fit the model to data only from interest groups with a Twitter account to 
allow for a direct comparison with the social media results below, with effectively equivalent results.

16 The low numbers of meetings in August 2019 and 2020 is due to the European summer vacation 
period.
17 For an examination of differences among business interests by sector, see Online Appendix P.
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social media posts between NGOs and business interests. On average, NGOs use 
social media more frequently than business interests. Given that more business inter-
ests are registered with the EU in total, however, the aggregate number of tweets 
sent by business interests (3.3 million) is substantially larger than that from NGOs 
(2.3 million).

To estimate the effect of the pandemic on differences in social media posting by 
NGOs and business interests, we fit the model specified in Eq.  2, where the out-
come is the number of Twitter posts sent per interest group per month. Results are 
presented in Model (2) of Table 1. As the model shows, the pandemic is estimated 
to have caused an increase in the frequency of social media posts by NGOs relative 
to business interests. On average, we estimate that the pandemic caused an 8.7 unit 
increase in the number of posts by NGOs relative to business interests.19 To put the 
magnitude of this effect in context, after onset of the COVID pandemic, the number 
of tweets sent by business interests was 50.8, and that by NGOs was 60.5 (a 9.7 
tweet gap favoring NGOs). NGOs thus sent roughly 19% more tweets on average 
per interest group than did business interest. Counterfactually, were the effect of the 
pandemic ( � = 8.7 ) instead zero, the difference in the average frequency of social 
media posts per interest would be near zero (1 tweet in favor of NGOs).

19 In Online Appendix  N, we examine the effects of the pandemic on whether tweets are shared and 
“favorited” more frequently, with similar results.
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The Dynamic Effects of the Pandemic on the Relative Prominence of Business 
Interests Versus NGOs

We now investigate the dynamics of the pandemic’s effect on political access and 
social media activity. To do so, we use an event study model (Eq. 3) that allows us to 
estimate the magnitude of the pandemic’s effect over time by comparing per-month 
differences between businesses and NGOs relative to figures immediately prior to 
the pandemic.

Results from the model with meeting data are visualized in Panel A of Fig. 4 
(complete regression table in Online Appendix E). Each point indicates the dif-
ference in the number of meetings for NGOs relative to business interests for each 
month after the onset of the pandemic. In the 3 months after the onset of the 
pandemic, we observe an immediate drop in the number of meetings for NGOs 
relative to business interests. These differences rebound after roughly 4 months. 
Thus, for political access to policy-makers, the advantage of business interests 
is specific to the early period of—likely highly consequential—policy-making. 
This finding is not unexpected given our theoretical argument that differences in 
prominence are driven by decision-makers being able to prioritize output legiti-
macy over input legitimacy and inclusiveness in stakeholder participation due to 
the urgency, uncertainty and threat of the pandemic. Hence, as the crisis unfolds, 
we would expect these factors to play less of a role, stimulating decision-making 
to return to a mode that resembles ’“normal politics” more with a requirement to 
ensure broader participation and consultation with stakeholders in the way it was 
pursued pre-pandemic.

The results from an equivalent model with Twitter data are presented in Panel B 
of Fig. 4. Here the effect of the pandemic on differences in the frequency of posting 
to social media by NGOs relative to business interests is roughly analogous, but in 
the opposite direction: social media activity by NGOs relative to business interests 
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increases in the first months after the onset of the pandemic, but declines sharply 
thereafter.

Figure 4 provides suggestive evidence of the interdependence between political 
access and social media behavior in the months immediately following the onset of 
the pandemic: that NGOs potentially substituted access to meetings with an increase 
in public communication. To shed more light on this, we provide a descriptive com-
parison of the Twitter behavior of interest groups that witnessed a decrease in the 
number of meetings that they had with policy-makers between the pre-COVID and 
COVID period, and those that witnessed an increase in meetings. We do so by cal-
culating the number of tweets sent by each of these groups in the 3 months imme-
diately prior to and 3 month immediately after the onset of the pandemic. Figure 5 
presents the results. As the figure shows, those interest groups that saw a decrease 
in meetings increased the average number of tweets that they sent in the wake of the 
pandemic by 10%, as compared to an increase of only 1% by those groups that saw 
an increase in meetings, a difference of 9 percentage points (p = 0.08).

Evidence from COVID‑Specific Meetings and Tweets

To scrutinize the causal impact of the pandemic further, we leverage information 
about the purpose of each meeting and the contents of each Twitter post. This allows 
us to investigate whether differences in meeting access and Twitter activity are 
driven by issues concerning the pandemic itself. We classify political meetings and 
tweets as being explicitly related to the pandemic by creating a multi-lingual dic-
tionary across 24 languages to code any meeting or social media post concerning the 
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pandemic itself or related terms (e.g. “corona”, “lockdown”, “pandemic”). Applying 
this dictionary demonstrates that the pandemic resulted in relatively large numbers 
of meetings related to the issue, with 819 observations during the March-Septem-
ber period of our data (out of a total of 2009 entries). Among tweets, we identify 
roughly 360,000 tweets from interest groups containing terms related to the pan-
demic during the relevant period (out of roughly 2 million).

Because meetings related to the pandemic do not occur in the pre-pandemic 
period, we cannot directly compare differences in COVID-related meetings 
before and after the start of the pandemic. Instead, we indirectly document the 
extent to which the increase in inequality in political access among NGOs rela-
tive to business interests is the result of pandemic-specific meetings by excluding 
them from the dataset and re-fitting the models. This allows us to provide evi-
dence in the spirit of a placebo check to the extent that COVID-related meetings 
drive the main results: if COVID-specific meetings are the cause of the increased 
inequality in political access, then their exclusion should result in a smaller (or 
no) increase in meetings for business interests relative to NGOs in the pandemic 
period. A natural caveat of our keyword search is that meetings indirectly related 
to the pandemic might not be classified as such, even if they are partially linked. 
Nevertheless, observing a smaller or no increase in the gap in political access 
between NGOs and business interests is suggestive that the mechanism driving 
the observed effects is due to inequalities concerning access to COVID-related 
meetings themselves.

We present the results of a difference-in-differences model in Table 2 where the 
outcome variable is the number of meetings with EU policy-makers, and all meet-
ings are included except those classified as concerning the pandemic in Model (1) of 
Table 2. We find no strong evidence that the pandemic widened the gap in political 
access between NGOs and business interests when meetings specifically concerning 
the pandemic are removed from the data. The effect size is less than half compared 

Table 2  Regression results of the effect of the pandemic on meeting access and social media activity 
(COVID-related meetings and tweets removed)

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses

Outcome variable

Number of meetings Number of tweets

(1) (2)

Lock-down × NGO interest group − 0.007 4.009
(0.004) (2.801)

Month fixed effect ✓ ✓

Interest group fixed effect ✓ ✓

Interest group time trends ✓ ✓

Observations 163,631 103,886
R2 0.272 0.665
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to what was observed in Model  (1) of Table  1 in which COVID-19 Tweets were 
included.

We conduct a similar analysis for differences in social media activity between 
NGOs and business interests. As with the meetings data, we exclude all tweets 
related to the pandemic and re-fit the model. Results are presented in Model (2) of 
Table 2. Analogous to the access results, we find no strong evidence that the pan-
demic differentially affected the frequency of social media posts between NGOs and 
business interests when COVID-related posts are excluded.

Overall, the results suggest that the decrease in access to political meetings 
among NGOs relative to business interests was the result of inequalities in access 
to meetings concerning policies linked to the pandemic itself. Similarly, social 
media results suggest that the relative increase in the frequency of posts by NGOs 
was driven by an increased social prominence of these groups in pandemic-related 
content.

Additional Analyses

We investigate whether the differential effect of the pandemic on NGOs and busi-
ness interests is consistent across the policy areas in which the interest groups 
in the Transparency Register declare to work (e.g. those concerned with public 
health, business & industry, environmental regulation, etc.). Sub-group analysis 
necessarily reduces statistical power, but finding consistency in the estimated 
effects across sub-fields would provide additional evidence of a broad effect in 
favor of business groups. As we show in Online Appendix L, this is indeed the 
case. We demonstrate that the pandemic differentially benefited business interests 
at the expense of NGOs in meetings across a variety of topic portfolios of the 
interest groups. Large differences are found among economic and public health 
businesses, although the reduction in statistical power prevents precise compari-
sons in the effects across sub-fields. Conversely, we find consistent effects that the 
pandemic differentially increased the social media posting frequency of NGOs 
relative to business interests. In Online Appendix R, we also show that the effect 
of the pandemic on NGOs’ access to meetings is negative relative to both compa-
nies and other business interest groups, and its effect on NGOs’ tweets is positive 
relative to companies and other business interest groups (but only significantly so 
for the former).

Finally, we address whether differences in political access and social media 
activity between NGOs and business interests are driven by existing differences in 
resource availability: that business interests’ privileged access to resources gave 
them the upper hand in accessing policy-makers during the crisis. To measure 
resources, we use data on lobbying resources for each registered interest group from 
the EU’s Transparency Register. We classify each interest group as having a “high” 
level of resources if they are in the upper tercile of lobbying expenditures, as com-
pared to interest groups in the bottom terciles (“low”). Because the upper tercile as 
a cutoff is arbitrary, we run a set of robustness checks for the results below using a 
wide array of cutoff values (see Appendices F and G); make comparisons between 
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only the most resource-rich (upper quartile) and least-resource rich (lower quartile) 
(Online Appendix  F and  G); and examine interest group staff size as an alterna-
tive resource measure (Online Appendix H). Results are not substantively different 
across any of these checks.

We begin by investigating whether the finding that business interests gained pref-
erential access to policy-makers at the expense of NGOs differed among high- and 
low-resource groups. To do this, we first estimate the effect of the pandemic on 
political access to meetings among high-resource NGOs relative to high-resource 
business interests. Results are presented in Model (1) in Table 3. Consistent with our 
main findings, for interest groups with large lobbying budgets, we still observe that 
the pandemic caused a decrease in (high-resource) NGOs’ access to meetings with 
policy-makers relative to business interests. We then fit the model to meetings data 
from interest groups with low lobbying resource budgets. The results, presented in 
Model (2) of Table 3, show no strong evidence (p = 0.24) that the pandemic caused 
such a decrease among low-resource interest groups. In sum, when the data are strat-
ified by resources, we see that it is largely well-resourced businesses that benefited 
from political access as a result of the pandemic at the expense of well-resourced 
NGOs.

Similarly, we examine data from the social media posts of NGOs and business 
interests similarly by stratifying by resource levels in Models (3) and (4) in Table 3. 
Consistent with our main findings, NGOs with both high and low levels of resources 
increased the frequency of their communications on social media relative to that of 
high-resource and low-resource business interests. In sum, the hypothesized differ-
ence between NGOs and business interests generally do not change when stratifying 
by resource level.

We supplement these analyses by testing whether the pandemic increased politi-
cal access among interest groups with higher resources relative to those with lower 

Table 3  Regression results of the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on meeting access and social media 
activity, stratified by interest group resource levels

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses

Outcome variable

Number of meetings Number of tweets

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Lock-down × NGO interest group − 0.044∗∗∗ − 0.003 7.421∗∗ 10.199∗

(0.013) (0.003) (2.529) (5.071)
Month fixed effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Interest group fixed effect ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Interest group time trends ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Data High resource Low resource High resource Low resource
Groups Groups Groups Groups

Observations 58,390 102,963 44,773 57,955
R2 0.308 0.151 0.675 0.665
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resources, regardless of whether they are NGOs or business interests. The results 
(see Online Appendix F) do not indicate that this is the case.

In sum, we find that the pandemic’s effect on differences between business inter-
ests and NGOs in Twitter activity and meeting access are observed broadly across 
sub-fields and unlikely to be driven by differences in the resources available to 
these types of interest groups in general. This suggests that inequality in access that 
favored business groups was not the result of pre-existing disparities that allowed 
business interests to respond more quickly than NGOs in their efforts to gain access.

Conclusion

Inequalities in interest representation have long worried political observers and aca-
demics, and have frequently been viewed as a persistent feature of policy-making, 
both across political systems and across time (Rasmussen & Reher, Forthcoming). 
The COVID-19 pandemic provides a unique opportunity to shed light on whether 
large-scale shocks to the political agenda can magnify or reduce these inequalities 
due to its pan-societal nature and its effects on a broad set of different interests (Fur-
nas et al., 2021).

Our results demonstrate that the COVID-19 crisis caused substantial increases 
in direct access to policy-makers among business interests vis-a-vis NGOs, a find-
ing that is consistent with interest group’s own perceptions of the effects of the 
pandemic (Junk et  al., 2021). By contrast, the crisis caused large increases in the 
social media prominence of NGOs relative to business interests. Furthermore, with 
information about the subject of meetings and the text of tweets, we show that 
these changes during the first crucial months of the pandemic were likely driven by 
changes in political access and communications specific to the crisis.

From a normative point of view, these results offer both good and bad news. On 
the one hand, what looks like a strengthening of business prominence in insider 
lobbying in access to policy-makers was primarily an issue in the early phase of 
the pandemic and is not replicated in public communication on social media. The 
fact that our findings are unlikely to be driven by differences in economic resources 
between NGOs and business interests can also be seen as positive news. Among 
NGOs and business interests with similarly large resource endowments, we find that 
business interests still gain substantial access to policy-makers relative to NGOs. 
Moreover, for social media activity, NGOs increase their activities relative to busi-
ness interests both among low-resource and high-resource interest groups. This find-
ing complements recent work by Furnas et al. (2021) showing that money is not a 
key factor determining attention by Members of Congress to interest group concerns 
during COVID-19. They find only a weak association between campaign donations 
of a sector and subsequent mentioning of the sector in press releases by these mem-
bers (Furnas et al., 2021).

On the other hand, our results also raise concerns. First, the two channels of activ-
ity examined are unlikely to equally affect the political decisions on, for instance, 
emergency legislation, rescue packages, or regulations regarding the reopening of 
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society. Direct access to policy-makers, on its face, gives some organized inter-
ests privileged access over others. While access to policy-makers is no guarantee 
for actual influence, such access is probably a more straightforward way to influ-
ence decisions than through increased public communication on, for example, social 
media. As emphasized, social media activity may also not only be directed at lobby-
ing, but also at maintaining relations to constituents etc. At the same time, we need 
to be careful drawing too strong normative conclusions based on our findings. While 
we do not have evidence to suggest that either business interests or NGOs as a whole 
are more affected by the crisis, we cannot rule out that the urgency of the problems 
dealt with during the pandemic pushed policy-makers to be more one-sided in the 
advice sought when adopting specific decisions.

By broadly affecting the interests of an exceptionally wide range of actors, 
the COVID-19 crisis provided us a unique opportunity to clarify the empirical 
connection between crisis and inequality in interest representation between busi-
ness interests and NGOs since both types of interests were strongly affected by 
the crisis. Yet, what makes the crisis a clarifying event in terms of inequality 
in interest representation also leads to questions whether our arguments apply in 
smaller-scale, less wide-ranging, or different types of crises. This is an important 
avenue for future empirical research. We believe that the tendency of decision-
makers to prioritize output legitimacy over input legitimacy and inclusivity in 
decision-making will be present in decision-making during crises more broadly. 
Nevertheless, the character of a specific crisis will likely affect which interests 
policy-makers prioritize, i.e. whether it is an economic crisis, security crisis, etc. 
In addition, more intense or wide-ranging crises like the COVID-19 pandemic 
might, for example, be expected to provide more political flexibility to policy-
makers to whom they provide access. It may also place higher pressure on policy-
makers to privilege interest groups that can help them with information needed to 
adopt fast decisions to alleviate the severity of the crisis.

Furthermore, although the EU shares similarities with other political systems and 
has discussed many of the same issues as national governments in its response to 
COVID-19, there is room for further comparative research to test the external valid-
ity of our findings regarding insider access. It would also be useful to conduct fur-
ther content analysis of the tweets and obtain more information about effects of the 
pandemic, not only on who obtained but also who requested access to draw more 
fine-grained normative implications of the identified patterns. Relatedly, it will be 
important to scrutinize whether changes in access during the pandemic ultimately 
affect policy itself. What is clear, however, is that a large-scale crisis such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic can have substantial effects on how strongly different types of 
interests are positioned vis-a-vis both policy-makers and the public.
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