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Public employees are another large segment of America’s 
union-represented work force. The American Federation of 
Government Employees represents federal workers, while 
the American Federation of State, County and Municipal 
Employees represents workers at lower levels of govern-
ment. Teachers, firefighters, police, and postal workers, 
among others, also have large unions that wield significant 
influence on matters of policy in their particular areas of 
interest. In recent years, however, public employee unions 
have taken a hit as Republican governors like Wisconsin’s 
Scott Walker have targeted them as part of a budget-cutting 
strategy. Because unions have been a legendary force in 
organizing and getting out the vote for the Democrats, the 
Republican restrictions on public unions have had the side 
benefit (for them) of reducing Democratic resources as well 
as cutting the budget. The resulting reduction in union 
power was demonstrated in June 2012, when a recall elec-
tion failed to remove Walker from power.31

Unions are not the only organizations to represent 
economic interests along occupational lines. Many occupa-
tions that require much training or education have formed 
professional associations. Their basic purposes are to protect 
the profession’s interests and to promote policies that 
enhance its position. For example, the American Medical 
Association has lobbied vigorously to lower the amount of 
medical malpractice awards.32 The American Bar Association 
not only represents attorneys’ interests (as do groups like the 
Association of Trial Lawyers of America) but, over the years, 

also has actively promoted structural and procedural reforms 
of the courts.

Agricultural Interest Groups Farming 
occupies an unusual place in American labor politics. It is 
the one occupation on which everyone in the nation 
depends for food, but it is also the one most subject to the 
vagaries of climate and other forces beyond human control. 
To keep farmers in business and the nation’s food supply at 
affordable levels, the U.S. government has long regulated 
and subsidized agriculture. Consequently, although less 
than 2 percent of the U.S. work force is involved in 
farming, a large network of interest groups has grown up 
over the years to pursue policies favorable to agriculture. 
These include the American Farm Bureau, the largest 
national organization representing farmers, and other 
groups like the American Agriculture Movement and the 
National Farmers Union, which represents the interests of 
small-scale farmers.33

The agricultural community has evolved over the years 
to include agribusiness interests ranging from growers’ 
associations (wheat, corn, fruit) to large multinational 
corporations like Archer Daniels Midland (ADM is a major 
grain processor), Altria (made up of the Philip Morris 
tobacco company and Kraft Foods), and ConAgra Foods, 
Inc. These agribusiness interests are not very different from 
the corporate interests we discussed earlier, even though 
their business is agriculture.
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Figure 13.1  Contributions to Political Parties, by Economic Sector, 2013–2014

Which economic sectors are financing our elected officials? This figure shows how much different sectors of the economy are 
contributing to which political parties. While contributions do not necessarily guarantee politicians’ votes or support, they 
certainly let politicians know what issues their political friends are concerned about. Notice that the finance/insurance/real estate 
sector outspends any other group by a wide margin. What is this likely to mean when issues of financial reform or consumer 
protection legislation are considered?

Source: Center for Responsive Politics, “Sector Totals, 2013–2014,” https:// www.opensecrets.org/industries/. Accessed August 4, 2014.
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