
Regulatory agencies are the government 
institutions responsible for monitoring a 
wide range of activities in the UK, to ensure 
that the public is treated safely and fairly. 

Your school will be inspected by Ofsted and 
your exams will be monitored by Ofqual to 
check that all candidates are fairly assessed. 
The Civil Aviation Authority ensures that 
planes are safe to fly, the Food Standards 
Agency checks that food is safe to eat, 
Ofgem determines the maximum price 
that energy companies can charge us for 
electricity and gas, and the Environment 
Agency monitors our water quality. 

Most of the time, we are unaware of the 
decisions made by regulatory agencies, 
despite the fact that they have such an impact 
on our daily lives. But public awareness has 
recently increased as a result of the COVID 
pandemic, when the process of creating 
vaccines has been at the forefront of the 
news. Once a laboratory has developed a 
vaccine, it must be approved by the Medicines 
and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency 
(MHRA), which is responsible for ensuring 
that the vaccine is safe and effective, before 
it is administered to the public. Different 
countries have their own regulatory bodies to 
monitor activities. For example, the Food and 
Drug Administration (FDA) was responsible 

TALK LIKE A POLITICAL SCIENTIST

CAPTURE – the idea that an agency that 
is supposed to act for the good of all society 
is excessively influenced (captured) by one 
particular group

INDUSTRY INFLUENCE – when 
individual companies or industrial sectors 
(e.g. the energy or finance industries) are 
able to influence government decisions 

POLITICAL SCIENTIST – a researcher 
who studies an aspect of politics, such as 
how governments work or how policies 
are made

POLITICIAN – a person elected (or 
seeking to be elected) by the public to work 
in the government

REGULATORY AGENCY – a government 
institution responsible for monitoring a 
sector of public life, usually to protect the 
public from unsafe products and business 
practices

REVOLVING DOOR – the movement 
of individuals between industry jobs and 
related jobs in government
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DO INDUSTRIES 
INFLUENCE GOVERNMENT 
REGULATORY AGENCIES?

for approving the COVID vaccines in the USA, 
while the European Medicines Agency (EMA) 
approved them in the EU. 

“These regulatory agencies are in charge of very 
important issues that affect all of us,” explains Dr 
Eva Heims of the University of York. “However, 
unlike politicians in cabinet or parliament, they 
are not elected by the public, but are recruited 
on the basis of their professional expertise.”

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM WITH 
UNELECTED REGULATORY AGENCIES?
Some people worry that the regulatory agencies 
responsible for monitoring all these aspects of 
our lives – and more – are being influenced 
by industries, and that this influence enables 
industries to benefit in some way to the public’s 
detriment. This is what political scientists call 
‘regulatory capture’. If a government institution 
has been ‘captured’, then a particular sector of 
society (usually a private industry) has excessive 
influence over the regulatory agency, and so is 
able to control the decisions made. “This means 
that captured government institutions do not 
work in the interests of us all, but only for the 
benefit of a particular group in society, such as a 
particular company or a whole industrial sector,” 
explains Eva. 

A theoretical example of capture would be a 
regulatory agency that does not stop the sale 
of a dangerous product because of industry 
influence. The company producing the product 
wants to make more money by continuing to 
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sell it, and so they use their industry influence 
over the captured regulatory agency to convince 
the agency to keep the product on the market, 
despite its potential harmful effects. 

HOW PREVALENT IS REGULATORY 
CAPTURE? 
That is the question that Eva is hoping to answer 
with her project Capture Revisited. 
The public often imagine that regulators are 
excessively influenced by industry due to the 
‘revolving door’ concept. This is when people 
with expertise in one particular area move 
between jobs in private industry and government 
regulatory agencies. For example, someone 
with experience of banking may work in a 
finance company and then move to a job in a 
finance regulatory agency. “This can lead to 
close relationships between regulators and the 
industry, which raises concern about industry 
influence,” says Eva. 

So, let’s consider our banker again. They 
originally worked for a private company but 
then moved into a finance regulatory agency. 
They may use their new position to persuade the 
regulator to make decisions that benefit their 
old friends in the finance company. As a result 
of the banker’s influence, the regulator may 
allow large financial companies to increase their 
profits while not protecting the public whose 
money is being used. 

Sometimes, regulators make bad decisions. 
A financial company is able to exploit its 
customers, or a harmful drug is given to patients. 
When this happens, the media like to blame 
industry influence and accuse the regulatory 
agencies of having been captured. Politicians 
also like to blame the agencies because it can 
detract from their own close relationships with 
private companies. But some of this blame may 
be unjustified. “This is not to say that industry 
influence does not exist,” says Eva, “but it is 
very difficult to show with good evidence that 

government agencies did certain things because 
of industry influence and that society has been 
harmed as a result of this.”

WHY SHOULD WE TRUST REGULATORY 
AGENCIES?
There are several reasons why regulatory bodies 
are likely to be more trustworthy than the 
public gives them credit. “People who work in 
regulators are experts in their field and have 
usually invested many years in education and 
professional training to become, for example, a 
scientist or an economist,” says Eva. “This means 
most of them have strong professional values 
and believe that decisions should rest on the best 
available expertise.” 

A scientist or economist will usually earn a 
higher salary if they work in private industry 
rather than in a government regulatory agency. 
So those who choose to work in regulators 
usually do so deliberately because they strongly 
believe in serving the public interest. These 
factors can provide protection against industry 
influence.

HOW IS EVA ASSESSING THE SCALE OF 
INDUSTRY INFLUENCE?
In most studies, if researchers identify a route 
to industry influence, such as the revolving 
door, then they simply assume that there 
is also excessive industry influence, with no 
consideration of how (or even if) the revolving 
door is actually leading to industry influence. 

Eva is investigating this missing link, to 
understand exactly how and if industries 
influence regulators. She is using a technique 
called comparative process-tracing analysis. 
“Process-tracing is a research method that 
requires the researcher to uncover how a cause 
(such as the revolving door) results in a particular 
outcome (such as capture),” explains Eva. 
“Comparing different cases of decision-making 
of regulators allows me to get a better sense 

of how common particular routes to industry 
influence are (or are not).”

SO, DOES INDUSTRY 
INFLUENCE OCCUR?
Through her research, Eva has discovered that 
even in cases where regulatory agencies have 
been publicly accused of having been captured, 
it is very difficult to find evidence of excessive 
industry influence. “My research highlights that 
sometimes regulators take bad decisions not 
because they have been influenced too much 
by industry, but because there was limited 
knowledge on the subject when they had to take 
decisions,” she says. “However, my research 
also shows that regulators have a certain level 
of trust in the companies they regulate, and 
sometimes fail to consider the possibility that 
some companies can be untrustworthy and can 
act unethically.”

Understanding the factors that may cause 
regulatory capture is crucial for preventing 
industry influence. It is equally important for 
preventing blame being unfairly shifted to 
regulators. As these regulatory agencies are 
responsible for decisions that affect so many 
aspects of our lives, it is essential that we feel we 
can trust them.



EXPLORE A CAREER IN 
POLITICAL SCIENCE
YouthPolitics UK (www.youthpolitics.org.uk) is a non-
profit organisation that aims to give the young a voice, 
and the Political Studies Association (www.psa.ac.uk) 
brings together all political scientists in the UK and 
provides resources for anyone interested in politics.

If you pursue an academic career in politics, your 
average salary will be around £41,000.

If you are interested in becoming politically active, 
you can join your local branch of a political party.

Do you sometimes think about the Prime 
Minister and what he/she does to serve the 
public? Do you remember highly charged 
election campaigns? Or maybe you think 
about a politician who has been in the news 
recently. These are all aspects of politics, 
and are the parts we hear most about in the 
media. But politics is about so much more than 
government ministers and elections. Politics 
covers all aspects of how governments work, 
from how and why laws are created, to different 
types of government systems and international 
relationships between countries. Political 
scientists are the researchers who study these 
different aspects of politics. 

COMPARATIVE PUBLIC POLICY
Eva is a political scientist specialising in 
comparative public policy. “Public policies have 
a huge impact on us all on a daily basis, yet the 
nitty gritty details of how policies are made are 
often ignored in public discussion because they 
are overshadowed by the drama of political 
elections and big speeches,” she says. “I think 

the study of public policy and regulation is 
incredibly important if we want to understand 
what effects government has on society, 
and why.”

The ‘comparative’ aspect is because Eva 
compares public policies across different 
systems and institutions to help understand 
what makes some policies work and others fail. 
By studying policies used in different countries, 
governments can learn which methods are 
most successful, and may adopt policies used 
elsewhere. “The COVID pandemic is a very 
good example of this,” says Eva, “because we 
are seeing many comparisons of policies to 
curb the spread of the virus across different 
countries, which can help us to understand 
what the most effective tools are.”

WHAT ROLE DO POLITICAL 
SCIENTISTS PLAY?
The research conducted by political scientists 
often influences policies as the results from 
their work may be used by politicians, civil 

servants and industries. This is important 
because academic research is needed to provide 
the evidence on which good public policies 
are based. 

“The fantastic thing about an academic career 
in politics is that you can truly follow your 
passion and study what interests you,” says 
Eva, “be it why governments are so ineffective 
at tackling climate change, the role of protest 
movements such as Black Lives Matter in 
politics, or something else altogether.” But 
political scientists do not just work as academics 
within universities. There is also a need for 
political scientists in civil service roles, as 
researchers for think tanks and for positions in 
local government.

Is there a policy that you disagree with? Do you 
think that an area of the government could be 
improved? If so, perhaps a career in political 
science will enable you to bring about a positive 
change for the country.

ABOUT POLITICAL SCIENCE

EVA’S TOP TIPS

01  Follow your passion.

02   Read and write about your interests as much 
as possible.

03   Don’t be afraid to engage your teachers 
in conversations about the ideas that 
fascinate you.

PATHWAY FROM SCHOOL TO 
POLITICAL SCIENCE
At school, taking politics, history, economics or sociology classes will be 
good preparation for a career in politics or political science, though as Eva 
says, “most subjects have relevance for politics.”

Most universities offer degrees in politics, political science or 
international relations.

Students at the University of York Library. Credit: University of York, John Houlihan



HOW DID EVA BECOME 
A POLITICAL SCIENTIST?

HAVE YOU ALWAYS BEEN 
POLITICALLY MINDED?
I think so. As long as I can remember, I’ve 
always been interested in what is happening 
in our societies and why. I think that interest 
was first sparked by concerns about animal 
welfare when I was a child and what was being 
done about it, and it developed from there.

YOU HAVE A BA, MSC AND PHD IN 
POLITICS. WHO OR WHAT INSPIRED 
YOU TO FOLLOW A CAREER IN THIS 
FIELD?
I would like to be able to say that one person 
or event inspired me, and that I always knew 
that I would follow this path, but that would 
not be true at all! I think at every step of 
the way, I met new friends and teachers who 
inspired me to take the next step. Without the 
encouragement and support of my teachers 
and professors along the way, I would not 
have managed to continue on this path.

WERE YOU INVOLVED IN POLITICAL 
ACTIVITIES WHEN YOU WERE 
YOUNGER?
As a child, I was very concerned about 
the environment and endangered species 
(especially whales) and I founded a local 
youth group under the wings of Greenpeace. I 
think that was my earliest experience of being 
politically and societally engaged.

AS A ‘COMPARATIVE’ POLITICAL 
SCIENTIST, DO YOU FIND YOURSELF 
COMPARING SERVICES OR 
PRODUCTS IN OTHER AREAS OF 
YOUR LIFE?
Yes, for better or worse, it seems to be an 
occupational hazard! If I’m honest, I probably 
do this in all areas of my life, but sometimes 
it would be better not to spend so much time 
comparing restaurants before you choose 
which one to go to!

DO YOU THINK THE GENERAL 
PUBLIC IS BECOMING MORE OR LESS 
ENGAGED IN POLITICS?
We went through a long period of people 
becoming politically disengaged from the 
1990s onwards. But over the past five to ten 
years, many people have become engaged 
in politics. While it is good that people take 
more of an interest in politics now, the 
situation we now face is still very problematic 
because opinions are so polarised (think of 
Brexit in the UK or ‘Trumpism’ in the US). 
People on every ‘side’ are just talking to 
themselves and are completely dismissing 
the viewpoints of their ‘opponents’. For 
democratic politics to stay healthy, we need 
more genuine debate between different 
viewpoints and a willingness to engage with 
each other.


